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			- ch 1 - 

			Being Agnostic Stinks

			 BEING AN AGNOSTIC is not easy. In fact, it downright stinks.

			First of all, I’m jealous of those who believe in a God. So very, very jealous. I know I’m breaking a commandment by being jealous—which I guess doesn’t really matter since I don’t believe in the Ten Commandments—but I am jealous of those who do.

			I want to be like them. I want to be able to snore peacefully at night, cozily ensconced in the security of a benevolent God that is looking out for my well-being. How nice to be able to pray fervently when my plane hits turbulence and I’m bouncing up and down, trying not to vomit. Instead, I must count sheep or pop some Xanax.

			I desperately want to feel there is a point to all this, that the suffering and inhumanity I am surrounded with daily is not in vain. I would not need anger management therapy if I could be sure that a certain orange politician with a white home will get hit with karma one day.

			I want to know there’s a fairytale ending waiting for us all when we’re done. I want to go to a place where everyone knows my name and they’re always glad I came. I’ll pass on the seventy-two virgins, but the harps and honey sound nice. I’m so jealous of theists and the comfort of their faith.
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			I’m also jealous of atheists. I’m jealous of those who are sure there is no God and are free to enjoy life in the moment, in its fullest glory. Not that the rest of us cannot, but there’s a certain liberation that comes from not worrying about an afterlife, or some better place, and simply concentrating on the here and now. I wish I knew, with thundering certainty, that there is no higher power or grand design, that all the chaos in this world is just that—random chaos.

			If I could be a complete atheist, one of the first things I would do is give my poor, fatigued brain a rest and run wild and naked in the sun, or pursue other such sensory pleasures. (Yes, I know this is not what atheists actually do, they can be restrained and moral people. Still, I can’t help but visualize wanton stripper parties when I think of them.)
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			If I were an atheist, I’d stop reading and thinking so much and simply BE. As you can gather from this book, I philosophize a lot on the topic of existentialism, and boy, does it get tiring at times! My mind could use a break. 

			I imagine I’d still be sad at seeing the atrocities in the world, but I could take them more in stride as the random lottery of life, and make the most of the cards I’ve been dealt. Rather than feel frantic at the thought of possibly being reincarnated as a tortured, caged chicken, like the one I ate for lunch, I might breezily shrug off meat-eating as part of a natural food chain where I sit on top.

			I know I should be able to do and be whatever I want, regardless of my faith, or lack thereof. I should eat vegetarian out of a sense of compassion, rather than the fear of bad karma. I should be able to feel as secure and comforted and liberated as theists or atheists, if I truly wanted to. Happiness is in the mind, and all that jazz.

			But as an agnostic, I’ll admit that I live in a constant state of turmoil. Sometimes I think there is a specific, intentional design to the universe and our existence here on Earth, and sometimes I think there isn’t. I can’t seem to make up my mind.

			It’s not that I’m confused to the point where I can’t function on a daily basis. I’m highly productive and goal-oriented for the most part, and on the surface I look like any normal person. However, my actions and motivation are always colored by a dollop of doubt as to the reason for my existence. I wish I could pick a side, but my sense of logic and skepticism dictates otherwise. I can’t accept things on faith, I have to scratch and sniff everything I come across.

			I wasn’t always like this. I grew up in a Hindu household, and while my parents weren’t orthodox and were mostly tolerant of other religions, overall there was a belief in our specific customs and rituals. This included Hindu prayers, ceremonies, sacred holidays, and attendance to Sunday school, where we would learn to chant verses from the Bhagavad Gita, and understand better the teachings of our ancestors.

			As a young adult I started noticing certain contradictions in these teachings, when I would curiously ask my parents or priest specific questions and get vague, unsatisfactory answers in return. Of course, my experience was nothing new—it’s how many of us get our start down the agnostic path. I expanded my readings to astrophysics, evolution, black holes, the Big Bang, and the rantings of fanatics like Christopher Hitchens, and my views began to broaden. More holes were punched into past ideologies. I also started accumulating life experiences that showed me how much ugliness and suffering can exist in the world, something one doesn’t always see as a cheerful, innocent, and somewhat stupid young chippie. I began to wonder what kind of God would create or allow such crippling amounts of pain.

			And now, in my mid-50s, I am a hardcore agnostic who will occasionally lean more theist or atheist depending on the latest scientific discovery or mystical claim I have been studying. But my sense of logic and skepticism always remains. I like to play the devil’s advocate in any philosophical discussion, and talk about BOTH sides of an issue. On my online blog, I constantly analyze concepts such as karma, reincarnation, meditation, palm reading, heaven, the soul, and other spiritual topics from both a theist and atheist point of view. Unless we have irrefutable proof that something is true, I think it is morally necessary to do so. Especially when I worry that society has, in fact, lost the ability to see grays or talk nuances in a particular situation. When we refuse to acknowledge the other side of an argument, and blindly hammer on only one perspective as being right, we are doing a disservice to the truth and to a productive use of each other’s time. Being thought of as right is not important to me. If I am following the wrong set of principles, I can not only mislead others in a dangerous way, I hurt myself in the end. I don’t want to live a lie.

			Additionally, I doubt that I’m alone. More and more of us are inclined to dissect the status quo and reason through things for ourselves. Statistics show the rapid decline of organized religion across all ages, genders, and countries. It’s natural that with increased globalism and a world of information available to us, more of us would have the resources and awareness to learn about other viewpoints, including those of other religions, scientists, and philosophers.

			Through my own observation, I’ve found that there are many agnostics out there, and they come in all flavors, from all walks of life. In fact, I highly suspect that many supposedly rigid theists and atheists are actually closet agnostics. They either don’t realize it, or don’t want to acknowledge it. I’ve had some pretty interesting Friday night discussions with some scarily rabid theists and atheists who initially claim to know—100% without a doubt—that there IS or IS NOT a God. But when I put on my Roger Chillingworth hat and probe deeper, I’ve seen them finally break down and admit that they do entertain the smallest of doubts somewhere in the dark recesses of their mind. (AHA! I KNEW IT!)

			Despite my suspicion that the majority of us are, in fact, agnostics, I find the agnostic perspective to be the most underrepresented when it comes to religious dialogue. For this reason, I felt compelled to write this book. I know there are thousands of other publishings and speakers on religion, and I have no desire to add to the clutter unless I have something unique to contribute. It’s not about me and the pride of authoring a book. The ego boost and a Pulitzer are always welcome, and of course I’ve already practiced my thank-you speech, but I must have conviction in what I am saying in order to go to the trouble of scribbling it all down. Otherwise, I’d rather just take a nap.

			So I am investing my time into this because I feel that center-of-the-road analysis is sorely missing in this one of many hot-button areas. Politics, especially in the US in the past decade, has gotten particularly bipartisan, ugly, and juvenile. I mean, really? Now we’re talking about the size of rallies and hands? Really?

			Religion seems to top even politics in how divisive and utterly ridiculous it can be. It’s been the reason for wars, inquisitions, and witch hunts that date back centuries. People kidnap, kill, and burn each other at the stake, all in the name of an invisible figure that no one has ever SEEN?! We are adults playing a childish game of MY God can beat up your God!

			In recent times, we’ve witnessed new groups of superintelligent, but irate atheists screaming about how stupid and deadly religion has been. Of course, we’ve always had the smug, self-satisfied theists who pray for those of us who have strayed from the flock. Neither side wants to concede an inch to the other. 

			We don’t seem to have leaders or literature that present spiritual topics in a two-sided way, leaving room for both—scientific evidence as well as paranormal anecdotes and research. We have a long way to go towards calm, productive, fair, balanced, and rational discussions in many of these trigger areas. Most especially when it comes to religion, where we have to use hypotheses and indirect analysis to think our way through ideas.

			In this book, I outline various reasons as to why a case could be made for either theism or atheism. I want to warn you upfront—I’m going to be quite wishy-washy as I seesaw between my observations in the coming chapters. I can’t help it. As I confessed, I desperately wish I could be just a theist or atheist. It would be so much more comfortable. But I find that for most arguments there is usually a counterargument—although some topics will budge my ISM needle more than others.
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			In other words, certain concepts—like near-death experiences—may move my needle significantly towards theism. But stories of child prodigies may not resonate as strongly. Or instead, I may find that the suffering in this world can be explained from both a theist and atheist perspective.

			The list of 26 points that budge my ISM needle, and what I find relevant, may be very different from yours, since we will each have our own subjective view of the clues that surround us. Also keep in mind that the number 26 is arbitrary—it’s not like I was handed down a canon of commandments from the sky. I am not channeling some kind of inner Moses. I could have grouped some items or split them apart. Tomorrow, I might find some information that causes me to add a bunch more. As a menopausal woman, I reserve the right to always change my mind.

			So the number on my list is not as important as the general points I am trying to make. Some of which you may buy, and some of which could invoke a sarcastic eyeroll.

			I don’t mind, I’m hard to offend. Like you, I’m just a layperson, trying to find my Goldilocks way to the right spiritual fit as best as I can. I’m not an existential expert. But I hope you will understand the reasoning behind my arguments, and perhaps find a new idea to chew on. I’m not looking to change your mind on anything, but if I’ve made you think in a way that you haven’t before, I’ll consider the effort of writing this book worthwhile. Please feel free to let me know if I succeeded, I welcome all honest feedback as long as it’s flattering.
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			- Ch 2 -

			Cosmic Circumstantial Evidence
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			“DO YOU HAVE PROOF?!” This is what many of my atheist friends will angrily hiss at me, with stomping and fist shaking, whenever I bring up a religious discussion.

			My answer is no, we don’t. We don’t have the smoking gun yet to show evidence of an intentional (some call it intelligent) design to the universe. If we go by that standard, this book is already over before it’s even started, and we can all go back to our naps. But I suspect that we may have some clues being revealed to us by the cosmos, and I want to keep an open mind and examine those breadcrumbs before I dismiss them outright.

			I understand why atheists can get so infuriated when it comes to discussing religion. I get their complaint that it’s no longer needed in society, that it was initially created by mankind to explain scary occurrences in the world, like plague, evil, or death. As science took over with new discoveries, religion should have become obsolete. Instead, it has proliferated and been the cause of so much war, hatred, and discrimination—all in the name of something unprovable, a supposedly divine being that no one has ever seen. Religion has been a serial killer, it cannot be denied.

			However, the counterargument can be made that SCIENCE has ALSO been responsible for mass destruction—atomic bombs, bioterrorism, global warming, high fructose corn syrup!—to name just a few.

			 I understand the atheist complaint that people can make up anything, from purple dinosaurs and the tooth fairy to a flying spaghetti monster or a God. That doesn’t necessarily mean they exist. Just because superstitions and folklore have been handed down to us over centuries, it doesn’t mean they are facts. When someone comes up with a theory—whether scientific OR spiritual—the burden of proof should be on them to show that it is correct.

			However, citing a lack of proof as a valid catch-all reason to dismiss ANY kind of discussion on ANY type of spiritual theory doesn’t seem fair. What if we are like frogs sitting in a small pond? What if we are simply not able to grasp the magnitude of the realm in which we belong, just like the frog doesn’t understand that its pond sits in a forest, which sits in a country, which sits on a planet, which sits in a galaxy?
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			My rebuttal to my angry atheist friends is that perhaps there is a godlike force or divinity all around us, but it’s too far up the existential ladder. Instead, we get glimpses of this enormity surrounding us in small, fragmented clues that are indicative of something bigger that we are not yet able to comprehend. I refer to these as cosmic clues, or circumstantial evidence.

			WHAT IS CIRCUMSTANTIAL EVIDENCE?

			Circumstantial evidence is defined as indirect evidence that establishes a conclusion by inference or reasoning. It is generally considered weaker and less valid than direct proof, though in many cases, it is still enough to convict someone of a crime. Circumstantial evidence plays a big role in our justice system and can take the form of something physical, like a dropped glove or revised insurance policy, but also the intangible, such as a lack of alibi or character testimonials.

			The cases of OJ Simpson and Casey Anthony—despite being so dated—still remain two of the most infamous when it comes to the amount of circumstantial evidence that was collected. Unfortunately, it was not enough to get them convicted, but the court of public opinion definitely found them guilty!

			In less morbid situations, if we find that our kitchen’s cookie jar has been raided, and we spot a toddler with suspiciously crumb-dusted lips and an expression that says What cookie? then it’s safe to guess where that cookie most likely went. It is not always possible to find the smoking gun, but there may be a sufficient number of indirect hints that add up to a likely conclusion. Now whether one wants to punish this roly-poly doughboy is another story altogether …
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			In the case of my spiritual inclinations, I may not have conclusive evidence to support them, but they have sprung from the mysterious whispers that seem to envelop us. I am referring to conscious experiences, past-life memories, quantum entanglement, miracles, near-death experiences, haunted houses, and the like.

			Normally I am not a superstitious person. If a mirror breaks, I figure my beauty was simply too breathtaking for it to behold. But some of these potentially transcendental scenarios cannot be so broadly dismissed.

			However, not all circumstantial evidence should be given the same importance or weight. One lesson we all learned from the Casey Anthony and OJ cases was that one man’s airtight case could be another person’s meh. Circumstantial evidence is highly subjective, and everyone’s yardstick of how to measure it can differ. I’m not even aware I’m actively using them, but I have observed myself employing a set of informal guidelines when analyzing different existential enigmas. If I were to stop and break down those parameters, I would loosely group them into two general categories—QUANTITY and QUALITY.

			QUANTITY

			There are two subcategories in which circumstantial evidence can make a quantitative impact:

			(1) STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE—when multiple people claim to have had a matching experience individually, at different times.

			(2) SIMULTANEOUS WITNESSES—when multiple people claim to have been through a singular event together, at the same time.

			► STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE

			When something is statistically significant, it means that it exceeds a certain standard deviation for that particular scenario. Or in layman’s terms, it means that it wasn’t a fluke.

			This applies to all kinds of events, not just religious. When a man is accused of similar sexual offenses by numerous women, even years after it all happened, public opinion starts to turn because with each new report, it becomes harder for the man’s PR team to suggest they are being made up by gold-digging floozies. Somewhere, a tipping point is reached where the number of stories becomes statistically significant in people’s minds.

			In the case of the metaphysical, we don’t really have a set standard for what is considered statistically significant. For many hardcore atheists, any deviation of ANY size is considered insignificant, ie, it doesn’t matter how many supposed stories there are of something, none of it is to be taken seriously. Nope, nunca, nada. Even if millions of people over the centuries claim to have potentially seen a ghost, every one of those stories is poppycock.

			On the other end of the spectrum, we have the utterly devout—no evidence required. If their holy book says a massive bridge was constructed by monkeys, it gets a hallelujah stamp of approval as fact. Confirmation bias is rampant in this camp.

			For those of us agnostics near the middle, one curious incident might not cut it, but enough data points make us wonder if we are seeing some kind of pattern. As an agnostic, I’m not persuaded by everything, but it’s hard to dismiss the statistical significance of SO MANY stories existing of the paranormal. We must have tens of thousands of testimonials about ghost sightings, near-death experiences, past-life memories, and more. Can they ALL be false? I find it unlikely.

			Even if a particular incident can be explained away, and the next, and the next, surely somewhere out there, at least ONE of the numerous supernatural stories we’ve heard is true? No doubt there is a way to discount and ignore each anomaly on its own—and indeed, none of them have ever been provable or measurable through repeatable, scientific methods. But taken as a whole, and looked at from a macro perspective, surely there must be SOME FIRE with this much smoke?

			Now that said, let’s be fair in our analysis (here comes the counterargument!) There are plenty of rumors or ideas out there, embraced by tons of people, that don’t seem to be real. No, I’m not referring to vampires, zombies, or the Easter Bunny. But millions of intelligent minds have bought into equally dubious dogma like the sea parting, an ark floating, and immaculate conception.

			On the secular end, we’ve got an equal number of eyebrowraisers, including flat earthers, climate change deniers, and those who say the Holocaust was a hoax. If there are enough of these people, does that make them right?

			Obviously, the answer is no. We don’t want to confuse a crowd with a conclusion. It doesn’t matter how many people deny the Holocaust, most of them are idiots. If something is known to be true, beyond any kind of doubt—like a historical or scientific event—then turning contrarian and coming up with an alternate reality is clearly gaslighting, not circumstantial evidence. Masses of people have been shown to spout nonsense that is blatantly rebellious and meant merely to provoke. Conspiracy theories are becoming increasingly popular.

			Moreover, people can genuinely misjudge an experience, not realize they are hallucinating, or be etched with the wrong cultural or environmental programming since birth. So having a statistically significant number of people subscribe to certain worldviews is not a slam dunk in and of itself. It is just one of the quantitative barometers we can use.

			► SIMULTANEOUS WITNESSES

			On the flip side, sometimes we don’t need a stadium full of people to make something noteworthy. Even if an event is witnessed by just a handful of folks, it can spark interest—if they all report seeing the same weird thing, at the same time, or within a short span of time.

			Take, for instance, a UFO sighting by a dozen or so people in a neighborhood. Even if no one else outside the vicinity saw the UFO, having that dozen see the same UFO, on the same night, around the same time, would almost certainly attract the attention of the township and media. When multiple people can attest to the same experience simultaneously, the odds are higher that it was real and not imagined.

			In a court of law, having the testimony of several people match in regard to a crime can carry a lot of weight, even if individually no one can offer any direct evidence. If several witnesses say the accused was acting like a walking red flag on the day of the crime—even if no one caught them mid-heist—that group testimony will obviously make an impression on a jury.

			The same goes for hauntings, as we discuss in an upcoming chapter. Having two people claim to have seen the same floaty apparition at the same time can be just as unusual as having thousands of people report their individual ghost sightings. Maybe more.

			Or maybe less. As we will discuss, it depends on how credible those storytellers are. How many televangelist “healing” shows do we take seriously, where a preacher proclaims a miraculous cure as a paralyzed person ecstatically stumbles out of their wheelchair and twirls, while family members sob into microphones about divine intervention? History has shown that there are always kooky crowds of people willing to drink the Kool-Aid together.

			So while the QUANTITATIVE strength of evidence—gathered over time or at the same time—can do a lot to move the ISM needle, it may not be sufficient as a standalone metric. Oftentimes, we also need to review its QUALITY.

			QUALITY

			Quality, like beauty, is oftentimes in the eye of the beholder. When it comes to a diamond, for example, one might define a quality stone as that which has a flawless color, whereas another might prefer a certain cut, and someone else a particular clarity. Most look at the multiple facets of a gem when purchasing. In the same way, there are multiple facets that make up my subconscious definition of quality cosmic circumstantial evidence, which I would roughly break down to the following five:

			(1) Diversity (2) Longevity (3) Consistency

			(4) Credibility (5) Verifiability

			► DIVERSITY

			Is there a smorgasbord of people reporting the same type of incident, across all nationalities, ages, genders, professions, and ideologies? Is the sample size diversified enough for us to extract valid findings from the testimonies? For example, let’s look at NDEs (near-death experiences) as a test case. They have been universally reported by all age groups, cultures, genders, and belief systems—from religious to atheist. This kind of diversity increases the odds that the experiences are authentic, and not just social or cultural brainwashing.

			► LONGEVITY

			In the same vein, stories that have been told continuously over the centuries, or at least decades, carry some added weight. Going back to NDEs, they have been around for a long time, with the first report recorded in the early 1700s, or possibly in 375 BC in Plato’s Myth of Er. We might eventually find a scientific explanation for them, but they can’t be so easily dismissed until we do. Whereas if something is relatively new, it may be just a trend, conspiracy theory, or propaganda. Longevity of a premise can be telling.

			► CONSISTENCY

			Do the reports have some consistency across the board? We know we have NDEs spanning culture, age, gender, and time. But they also show consistency in the details mentioned—an out-of-body experience, a bright and beckoning light, meetings with deceased loved ones, and a reluctance to come back. Apparently, it’s a blast up there. It’s true that some NDEs differ in the kinds of religious figures encountered or other incidental details, but overall, there appears to be great uniformity to the experience.

			► CREDIBILITY

			Do reputable scientists, journalists, doctors, or others who we may trust swear to something they’ve seen? Are objective people recounting NDEs too, or is it just trippy hippies?

			As mentioned earlier, NDEs have been experienced by atheists, as well as scientists and physicians. A good number have tried to describe their brush with death and the divine in detail. For me, these kinds of witnesses are especially important when it comes to judging the quality of circumstantial evidence (assuming they’re not just trying to sell books). Credibility, or lack thereof, is one of the first factors I review on my quality checklist.

			► VERIFIABILITY

			Are there genuine attempts at documentation or verification of said concept? People who are purposely trying to be anti-establishment will not put much effort into gathering evidence because they know they are doing it just to be difficult. They love saying things with shock value. I would know, because that was me as a teenager.

			OJ Simpson vowed to find the real killer of his wife, and then got distracted by golf and committing other crimes for the rest of his life. Those who are supposed advocates of the flat earth theory don’t seem very interested in chartering a boat to validate their claims either.

			On the other hand, individuals who genuinely believe in something don’t have to reach Sherlock Holmes levels, but will make some effort to research, videograph, or interview witnesses in an attempt to prove their point. Entire studies on NDEs are being conducted by highly respected members of the scientific and medical community. Similarly, we have reams of footage on UFOs. 

			None of it may pan out, but it does get our attention when we have unidentified objects—albeit smudgy—actually being photographed, and a formal committee appointed by the government to look into them. On the other hand, we do not have such photos or investigations into werewolves or Bigfoot.

			When institutions or scholars spend valuable resources to investigate a particular theory—putting their money where their mouth is—it speaks volumes regarding their conviction.
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			SUMMARY

			As we can see, not all circumstantial evidence will be alike. Some might involve inconsistencies or fading fads that have not stood the test of time. Others might be limited to certain segments of the population, or lack documentation or supporting research. Still others might simply be the rantings of crazy QAnon-type people that no one can take seriously.

			But beyond the vampire and zombie stories, there appear to be heaps of mystical signs surrounding us with facets of quality and quantity that deserve further investigation, rather than the all-dismissive swat from those shouting “THERE IS NO PROOF!” Each can be evaluated using one’s own parameters of what is valid or not, but I think it’s important to keep an open mind.

			It is interesting how so many are willing to give weight to circumstantial evidence that may be presented in a courtroom for a crime like rape, murder, or theft. Indeed, many crimes are solved—and people convicted—based on a small pile of indirect, but noteworthy clues. Yet when it comes to seeing grays and nuances in the supernatural world instead of just binary black-and-white, people are not willing to extend the same latitude, even when the pile of clues is so much larger.
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			We may be like frogs in a shallow puddle, unable to understand the greater ecosphere, or like blind men touching different parts of an elephant while trying to guess what it is. Nevertheless, let’s examine the metaphysics that surrounds us to the best of our ability. Unfortunately, we may not have the smoking gun or irrefutable proof for anything we talk about in the rest of this book. But perhaps we can gather enough circumstantial evidence to get pretty darn close!

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 3 - 

			Defining Theism and Atheism

			NOW BEFORE WE dive into a frog-like dissection of both theism and atheism, it would help us all to be on the same page about what I am referring to when I use those labels, given the myriad flavors of existentialism floating around. We’ve got agnostic theists, agnostic atheists, gnostic atheists, agnostic agnostics, Christian theists, weird Wiccans, and people who are spiritual but not religious—to name just a few.
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			I am not a fan of dogma when it comes to religious discussions. I don’t buy any of it as having been handed to us by a higher power. Scientology, in my opinion, is a stellar example of manmade religious dogma gone very bad. And I’m not too surprised that Jehovah’s Witness is a costume choice for Halloween. They scare me even on a regular day.

			Although I am not swayed by the formal tenets of any structured religion, the theist side of me does gravitate towards a particular school of theories that I find more plausible than some of the others. So when I refer to theism or atheism in the coming chapters, I will be alluding to MY perception of these two concepts. I realize that it might not match YOUR view of theism or atheism, and I apologize in advance for that. If we’re ever grabbing some mocktails together on a Friday night, I’d love to stretch the conversation to include an analysis of all ideologies. I always welcome any kind of intelligent discussion. But in order for us to be on the same page while you read the rest of this book, we’ve got to set a common definition that we can refer to. So let me explain what I’m envisioning when I talk about theism or atheism. I suspect that you and I will actually be in agreement on most of the macro ideas—a large number of us are spiritual but not religious and share similar existential leanings.

			ATHEISM

			The atheism I refer to in this book is the atheism that is usually referred to everywhere else. It is less varied in its colors than theism. It generally rejects the premise of a soul, consciousness, free will, God, karma, reincarnation, heaven, hell, or anything else. The Big Bang, evolution, string theory, or some other appropriate scientific explanation is responsible for our accidental existence here on Earth. There is nothing we can do to exercise our morals and choices to influence where we go next. Once we die, we dissipate into thin air, like any other kind of energy evaporating into the atmosphere, never to exist again in physical form unless by another accident. There is no afterlife. Goodbye. Sayonara. That’s all, folks!

			We’ll speak more on this again in upcoming chapters, but in a nutshell, that is what I mean when I refer to atheism in this book. Our births on this planet simply materialized through the right happenstance. I often call it a RANDOM or UNPLANNED design.
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			THEISM

			The theism I subscribe to is actually as vanilla as my atheistic outlook. I know most religions include many moving parts, including how to pray, what heaven looks like, and what constitutes a sin. While I do have my thoughts on all of that, which I will share in a moment, at a macro level my theistic views can be boiled down to one basic premise:

			If atheism is the belief that our life here is RANDOM, then theism is the belief that life here is NON-RANDOM.

			 That’s it. Quite simple. Easy-peasy.

			If atheism is the premise that we are here by accident, and our energy dissipates randomly into the air once we die, then theism, for me, is the opposite of that—our souls are not here in our human avatars by accident, we did something to get here, and we can do something to influence where we go next.

			Now what exactly we can do to influence things, and where exactly we go next if we are good or bad, is not something I can confidently describe. When I don’t even know if our existence is random or non-random, how would I know what the detail behind that non-randomness looks like? Nevertheless, if you ask me to venture a GUESS as to what that non-random system or process might be, then I’ll share with you my hypothesis.

			NO GOD

			If I were to choose from amongst all the possibilities in terms of what the design of the universe looks like—if it is not random—then let me start by saying that I think the concept of a literal God is outdated. As Nietzsche rightly proclaimed, God is dead! I don’t dismiss the notion of a soul or afterlife, but I strongly doubt there is some magical father figure hovering above us in the skies, watching over our every move.

			I just don’t think something like that could exist, and stand to watch the atrocities that take place on this planet. Whether it be child abuse, slavery, war, the Holocaust, serial killings, acid attacks, or other unspeakably horrific occurrences, no loving parent could stand to watch, divine or otherwise. It’s not possible. As the old argument goes, if there is a God, he cannot be omnipotent and benevolent at the same time, because if he were both, he would not let the world continue as it is. So he is either one or the other, or he simply doesn’t exist.
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			We discuss this more in an upcoming chapter, but I suspect many of you will be on board with this, because it’s a common sentiment I’ve heard expressed—the conjecture that there is a higher power or plan of SOME sort, but not a human-like God watching mutely over us. Instead, when I refer to theism or metaphorically use the word God, what I am really referring to is the opinion that there is some kind of intentional design which includes a purpose for why we are here.

			OUR PURPOSE

			There have been a few theories as to what that purpose might be:

			FIND OURSELVES ► I once came across the intriguing theory that we are here because consciousness was trying to discover its own nature. Once a big ball of consciousness supposedly came into being and started becoming aware of its own existence, it may have wanted to stretch and contort into different avatars and worlds to better understand its own unique qualities. In other words, it wanted to find itself … like an angst-filled teenager or a cat just discovering its tail. Something deep like that. A little too woo-woo for me to fully swallow, but creative nevertheless.

			ENJOY THE RIDE ► Another theory is that we are here to partake in as many experiences as we can, just for the fun of it. The world is one big amusement park, and we take turns on different rides, going through the ups and downs of each roller coaster and not worrying about anything except enjoying each moment for what it is. Sometimes the wind is whipping through our hair, and sometimes we’re throwing up—but as soon as we get off, we can’t wait to ride again. And maybe meet Mickey the next time around. I can’t entirely dismiss this hypothesis, but I have a feeling that the people who subscribe to this are relatively content with their lives. Anyone who has experienced abject suffering, or seen it in their loved ones, would not think life was such an inviting thrill.

			PASS A TEST ► I tend to gravitate to a third, more commonly followed theory. It’s the theory put forth by a majority of the world’s religions. That is that mankind is facing a TEST of some sort. If we pass or fail this test, we are able to go to a better or worse place in our next life, or for all of eternity.

			In other words, there is some influence that we can have—by using our consciousness, free will, or soul (I use these terms interchangeably)—on whether we get to reach heaven or hell or continue cycling through the status quo. Like a meritocracy, if we follow a moral path and accumulate good or bad points, we can reduce or stop the suffering that we experience in our current avatars and move up to the next level of being, whatever that is. I can’t say whether that moral path involves veganism, service, charity, renunciation, or something else, but I suspect anything that creates positive energy instead of negative is rewarded.

			Of course, our test may not only be about the afterlife—religion and spirituality try to teach us other things too, like how to meditate and be less grouchy. How to smell the sunflowers. That’s all part of it. We might want to enjoy our lives for what they are and live as long as possible. Nonetheless, very few of us would say that we are okay with living like this forever. That’s why heaven was invented. Most people want to go to a place with NO suffering or at least LESS suffering. This universal desire applies to atheists as well. The difference is that theists think that goal is in OUR hands, and atheists reckon it is NOT.

			So my version of theism, or a non-random design to the universe, would lean towards the idea of there being a set of rules that we need to follow in order to pass our test and reach a higher plane. Different religions offer different sets of rules to their followers, such as fasting, tithing, praying, repenting, or chanting. I’m not  completely sure of the rules or the shape, length, and style of test that would be required for my abstract version of theism. But I continue to have some theories, as I will discuss next.

			So far, I suspect most of us are on the same page:

			(1) No literal God. 

			(2) Some kind of TEST that we have to pass.

			EASTERN VS WESTERN RELIGIONS

			 Now here is where we might diverge onto separate forks in the road, and differ in our individual theories as to what our existential exam looks like and how to pass it. Some of us will subscribe to something similar to what Western religions preach, in terms of one life and one day of judgment. And others, like myself, will gravitate towards Eastern religions and multiple lives.

			As I briefly mentioned in the first chapter, I grew up in a Hindu household. While I don’t use the word “Hindu” to refer to my entire set of beliefs—especially since a large part of me remains atheist—I would say that the theist part of me most closely identifies with Hindu, Buddhist, and other Eastern traditions. (Note: Buddhism may not be a religion as much as it is a philosophy, but it’s got much in common with Hinduism, so I’m loosely including it in the same bucket.) 

			I am not biased towards Eastern religions just because I grew up with them—though, of course, my childhood exposure meant I got to know them well, including their strengths AND weaknesses. However, I feel I’ve made a fair attempt to get to know other religions as well. I’ve read parts of the Bible, familiarized myself with Judaism, and taken a class on the Quran in college—course credit and all. (Although in full disclosure, part of the reason was to impress a Muslim guy I liked. Awwww … I was so cute back then.)

			Study sessions notwithstanding, I am not an expert in any of these religions, including my own. But I don’t think that’s necessary, because the truth of the great beyond and our existence is most likely comprised of a few simple concepts. I highly doubt the ultimate truth consists of how much one should pray, fast, chant, blink, snort, donate, or which name to use when referring to an almighty power. So I was never interested in learning too many details on any one religion, and I think I know enough to get the gist.

			In fact, there are many specific Hindu or Eastern practices of which I don’t approve. Although it’s more of a cultural principle than scriptural, I don’t think it’s okay to eat some kinds of meat over others, like beef. Either eat all or, more admirably, eat none. I am not a fan of stories like the Ramayana, where the woman gets unfairly judged and ostracized for something not in her control, accompanied by the usual favoritism towards men. I don’t like the caste system, the confusing worship of multiple gods (even though they are all supposed to be facets of one god), or the many other harmful superstitions and biases that Hinduism has bred.

			My point is that there is a lot of Hindu dogma—both scriptural and cultural—which I don’t subscribe to whatsoever. As you can clearly see. But despite numerous flaws and baffling nonsense, there are a few important areas where Eastern religions appeal more to my analytical mind over Western.

			EASTERN RELIGIONS—REINCARNATION AND KARMA

			Hinduism, and to some extent Buddhism, offer two tenets that make a good deal of sense to me—reincarnation and karma. Their premise is that we may have multiple lives (REINCARNATION) to gain positive energy points and spiritual wisdom (KARMA). If we don’t attain the ultimate goal of self-enlightenment (NIRVANA), then we cycle back through various life forms—including plant and animal—to earn our way back up to human form. As humans, we once again have the ability to try and detach from sensory pleasures and attain freedom from the physical body (MOKSHA or JEEVAN MUKTI, which means freedom from reincarnation or the cycle of rebirth).

			Now some Hindus will claim that there are approximately 8.4 million life forms—including all species of plants and animals—that we have to go through before we reach the human stage.

			FUN FACT: That number has been quoted since ancient times, but comes surprisingly close to the actual number of species that science now calculates, at roughly: 

			8.7 million animal + 400k plant species

			A bit spooky, I won’t lie. 

			The human stage is said to be the main platform where a soul gets to further its spiritual progress, thanks to its advanced ability to think beyond basic animal instinct. Therefore, human birth is considered the pinnacle of the earthly chain of reincarnation, it’s the most precious and important life form we can achieve. 

			If the goal of self-enlightenment is not fully realized, then depending on the number of good karma points one has metaphorically accumulated, the soul is theoretically sent back down the chain to start the climb again, from amoeba—to tumbleweed—to snake—to Joe the Plumber. Perhaps not all the way from the beginning, but from a point that reflects the spiritual wisdom it has attained, and the good or bad karma it has earned.
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			Some texts give further breakdowns on the three types of karma and the different stages of enlightenment. I don’t pay as much attention to that level of detail. I think it’s all interesting to learn—it never hurts to have something explained in different ways, with some angles more likely to click than others. But again, I don’t subscribe to any specifics like numbers or types. It’s hard enough knowing whether the macro concepts are true, the micro details are just too difficult to ever prove.

			However, as a whole, I do prefer the Eastern theory of multiple lives over the Western stance of only one lifetime to be judged. Reincarnation can explain many of the inequalities we see around us—such as a baby dying within a few days of birth versus others who reach old age. If we have just this one life—as many Western religions suggest—then it would be harder to understand these numerous discrepancies in our test, especially when a poor soul has already left before having enough time to even take it.

			EASTERN RELIGIONS—HEAVEN AND HELL

			Another point to note is that the Eastern concept of heaven and hell is significantly different than the Western one. Generally, Western religions seem to allude to a more static, specific point in time called Judgment Day, and a subsequent heaven or hell. Of course, there are interim stages like purgatory, but overall Western notions of heaven and hell seem more fixed. In contrast, the Hindu belief is that we are living in hell NOW, in this avatar. Even if our lives are currently not so bad, the torturous cycle of being reborn into another decaying, deteriorating physical body—perhaps next time as an animal subject to the cruelties of Mother Nature—IS what constitutes hell. In Hinduism, there is no separate hell as often depicted in Western holy books.

			I find this logical. Fires, devils, and pitchforks in the Western version of hell? According to Hinduism, they are all right here in our world.

			Have you ever been to a sweatshop in muggy Bombay in the dead heat of summer? I have. It is … unbearable seems too mild a word to describe how inhumane the conditions can be. To this day, I can’t shake the image of a group of skinny and shrunken women, locked up in a windowless, dim room in some godforsaken factory I visited, sitting on the floor with their malnourished children working next to them, manually stitching garments while the owner explained how he would meet my required production.

			The heat I experienced in that tiny, un-air-conditioned room, packed with the sweaty bodies of those poor exploited souls, was as horrific as any fire one would find in hell. The callous and greedy owner as evil as any devil. That experience is still seared into my memory decades later.

			In Greek mythology, Sisyphus was punished by the gods for his sins by being forced to roll a massive boulder up a hill, only to have it tumble back down each time—a task he was doomed to repeat for eternity. To the Greeks, this endless struggle was their version of hell.

			We don’t have to wait to die for that, we’ve got it here. How about those who had to rebuild their whole lives after Hurricane Katrina, the Japanese tsunami, the partition of India, the civil war in Syria, and all the other disasters that have befallen us? Or retirees who lost a lifetime of savings during some Wall Street scandal and had to return to the workforce? A major medical injury that requires years of rehabilitation? Or even yo-yo dieting hell? (Don’t laugh, BUDDY, it can be a lifelong struggle!) 

			There are multiple ways we all push our individual rocks up the hill in our constant pursuit of happiness, day after dogged day, only for us to slide back down again at any given moment.
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			Demons who torment the damned? Who poke them with their pitchforks? We have a nice selection of abusers to be tortured by right here—on this planet—including slave owners, school bullies, terrorists, murderous dictators, violent spouses, serial killers, and more.

			I think all the horrible images we have of an eternal hell can be found, in abundance, in assorted displays, right here on Earth. You name it, we’ve already got it. As Buddhism so wisely teaches us through the first of the Four Noble Truths, life is full of suffering, or dukkha. I can’t help but agree that hell is not a separate place, but rather embedded in the miseries we endure as we move through various life forms.

			And yet … life can be beautiful as well.

			People who own almost nothing giving generously to others. A good Samaritan risking his life to save a victim. Mothers willing to sacrifice every ounce of happiness for the sake of their child. Breathtaking nature. A baby’s smile. Having a lifelong dream come true. Dancing. Singing. Friends. Food. Graduation parties. Kindness. Compassion. Marrying the person you love. Any kind of love. Pecan pie. 

			There is no shortage of beauty, pleasure, and warmth in this world. That beauty, pleasure, and warmth might be viewed in many ways … 

			 As positive karma that has been earned by souls who are being rewarded for their goodness …

			As a gift from a higher power to cushion our difficult journey along the way … 

			As a teacher and example of what we should strive for, and a taste of the pure love and happiness that we will experience once we do reach the gates of heaven …

			Or more pessimistically, as alluring sirens keeping us attached to this cruel life, and the cycle of rebirth …
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			Temptation to live on Earth, and experience its sensory pleasures on display, is not just an Eastern construct. After all, didn’t Eve supposedly fall from paradise because of her desire to taste the forbidden fruit?

			Similarly, many Hindus and Buddhists subscribe to the view that the beauty here on Earth is what keeps our souls bewitched and coming back for more. Our baser instincts and blinders drive us to partake in the luxuries and excitements available, whatever the cost. 

			The second of the Four Noble Truths is that suffering is caused by attachment, or craving. We are souls who have been tempted and trapped into our needy physical bodies, with our five senses looking to be satiated with sensory pleasures. Separated from each other in these flesh-and-blood cages that we call bodies, we create false egos for ourselves, and then rape, steal, lie, and conquer in order to achieve our individual goals. We cater to our own little carnal silos, the rest of the world be damned, because we are trapped in them by the desire to experience pleasing tastes, textures, sounds, sights, and smells.

			This is the Eastern idea of hell.

			Then what is heaven? I’m not sure exactly. It’s not directly described, unlike in Western religions, which often depict it as a fun-filled party place with pearly gates, harps, wine, honey, angels, and all of the good from this Earth available to enjoy, with none of the bad.

			Buddhism seems to imply that it is an anti-suffering state. The third Noble Truth says that detachment, or cessation of craving, can be the end of suffering. Some of the canons and suttas based on the Buddha’s teachings refer to higher planes of existence, but all of these other worlds are considered flawed, and not necessarily a permanent heaven. Instead, the Buddha told his followers that heaven and hell were mental states.

			Hinduism paints a similar picture. It, too, alludes to our final goal as the relief we will feel when we self-actualize and finally realize that all this is a temporary illusion—a bed of roses filled with thorns—and release ourselves from the torturous cycle of reincarnation by no longer clinging to our avatars. 

			While growing up, I often heard Hindu references to the soul as being very distinct from the physical body. There seems to be a special emphasis on the fact that our bodies are not important, and an indication that when we finally shed them, our liberated souls will be free to mingle with each other, uniting as one, loving, blissful energy force like that we often hear about in near-death experiences.

			So is heaven a fun-filled party place? 

			A supercharged, intertwined,                               

			OMMMgasmic state of energy?

			Or a long, dreamless nap from which we 

			never wake up, akin to not existing at all?

			I don’t know, but I do find it logical to think that our angst-filled, imperfect lives here on Earth are part of the hellish reincarnation cycle we all experience, and that moksha, or liberation from rebirth, is the definition of heaven. If I had my pick, I’d take the dreamless doze where I cease to exist, over the party or eternal omgasm anytime. I prefer NOTHING over something. But that’s just me, and my preferred theism lollipop.
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			THE REST IS A MYSTERY

			In fact, here is where the explanation of my brand of theism comes to an end. I realize it’s pretty vague overall—I offer few specifics. I even stop short of going into the Fourth Noble Truth of Buddhism—the Eightfold Path—which offers up guidance to end suffering through eight rules. They include right view, right speech, right intention, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration. Not that there is anything wrong with those suggestions. They certainly make sense, and couldn’t hurt. But I’m not clear on the difference between right effort and right action. Right mindfulness vs right concentration? Aren’t those overlapping sentiments? And what is right vs wrong?

			I also don’t know if I should publish every freaky Stephen-King-type thought bouncing around in my head. For example, I do see a sort of morbid rationale to self-flagellation, which was sometimes practiced by certain religious fanatics. After all, if we are inflicting pain on ourselves, perhaps we are able to burn through our own bad karma faster? I can see where people got the sentiment from—though let me disclaim, and state what I hope is obvious, by saying I would NEVER advocate that. I can promise you I’m not getting spanked for karmic or other reasons in the privacy of my own home. But who knows what this strange universe really had in mind when—or if—it purposely created us, and this oftentimes cruel world filled with an assortment of miseries?

			So to sum it all up, my hypothesis on what theism might specifically entail would likely include the following elements:

			(1) No God hovering over us like a parent in the sky

			(2) A Test involving our free will/soul/consciousness

			(3) Reincarnation allowing us multiple opportunities to pass that test

			(4) Karma keeping score of how we are doing on that test

			(5) Hell involving the cycle of reincarnation and not yet having passed the test

			(6) Heaven involving release from reincarnation and finally completing the test

			And while my brand of theism most closely resembles Hinduism or perhaps Buddhism, the various religions—East and West—do seem, in general, to all point in the same direction. They appear to imply that there is some type of soul that needs to take some sort of test, and there is some kind of better place that we can reach by exercising our free will to make the right choices to get there.

			To also sum up my brand of theism vs atheism, everything can be further distilled and boiled down to one simple question—is the universe random or non-random? Is our existence here on purpose, or by accident? All details and theories aside, that is the main debate ahead.

			For the first half of the book, we look at various arguments that could be made in favor of an intentional, planned design to the universe. Then in the latter half, we switch sides. But please keep in mind that I—like any good wishy-washy agnostic who can’t help themselves—might jump back and forth between the theist and atheist perspective, no matter what the topic or which part of the book we are in. For an agnostic, no area is fully black or white. We can always see both sides. There can be supporting points made in favor of the existence of ghosts, and rebuttals against. Atheists can claim that evolution is our only truth, and theists can explain why it isn’t. Some assume miracles are divine, and some presume they are just plain luck. 

			Just like you and I would go back and forth debating these propositions over a slice of pizza, sometimes there will be a counterargument to an argument. But I’ll do my best to stay in a lane so that you don’t get whiplash trying to keep up. 

			Now … without further ado … hang on to your neck braces and join me as we jump onto the THEIST side of our speculative seesaw.

		

	
		
		

		
			THE CASE FOR

			THEISM
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			- Ch 4 -

			Free Will

			Reason 1

			A FAMOUS FRENCHIE once said I think, therefore I am.

			To me this sentiment used to be quite obvious. We humans are who we are because of our geeky ability to use reason and intelligence to make decisions and analyze the world … because we are Jedi Masters of creativity and the arts … because we can choose to be naughty or nice … or so I thought.

			As mentioned earlier, I will often use the terms consciousness, free will, soul, or sentience interchangeably, in a loosey-goosey kind of way. However, there can be subtle differences between how some of those terms are perceived. In this chapter, for example, we will look at the free-will aspect of ourselves specifically, which is often defined as the power to act according to one’s own thoughts and discretion.

			FEELING LIKE WE HAVE FREE WILL

			The late Christopher Hitchens was a brilliant thinker and was referred to as one of the Four Horsemen of Atheism, an outspoken group that includes Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett, and Richard Dawkins. Hitchens would often accuse people like me of embracing a supernatural construct like consciousness or free will because we want the party to go on even after we die. We humans don’t like the prospect of no longer being able to exist.

			While many would undeniably fall into that category, I can assure you with 110% certainty that I have never been a partying kind of gal. I’d be the pooper of said paranormal party. I’d be perfectly okay with us NOT having any kind of eternal soul or free will. I’m fine with death being the end and with no ongoing festivities in the afterlife. I’m a spiritual Scrooge, an existential Eeyore. I’m a Walter to everyone else’s Peanut. I think being sentient or conscious is highly overrated, as I’ll explain in a later section of this book. As it is, I’m bah humbug about existing in my current avatar, I certainly don’t want to meander around in another after this one. So Hitchens’ bitchins doesn’t apply to all theists with a broad brush stroke.

			But regardless of what I want or don’t want, I can’t help the inexorable feeling that we DO have something inside of ourselves, something that is layered on top of the biological and chemical processes that run our basic functions. A secret sauce flavoring our brain noodles. There seems to be an awareness and intelligence —what we often call our consciousness—that powers our whole being. I definitely do not FEEL like I am the puppet-like product of wholly automated bodily functions. 

			The process of walking, getting sick, digesting food, exercising, and dealing with aging kneecaps—these are physical experiences that feel vastly different from the intangible thoughts running through my mind. From my own subjective experience, it certainly seems as if I am deciding for myself what I will do at any given moment, whether it’s to eat, snooze, work, run, read, surf, eat again, or something else. I face forks in the road constantly for both major and minor decisions, and it certainly feels as if I could have legitimately selected a different road had I wanted to. This decision-making capacity is what we specifically refer to when we use the term free will.
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			I don’t mean to be naive or simplify things when we all know that our mental health is complex and proven to have a tie to our physical makeup—whether dopamine, serotonin, gut health, inflammation, or something else. I am well aware of the fact that we often mistake actions for voluntary behavior when they are instead tied to hormonal hijackers. I could go to the gym instead of couch-potatoing it every day. But the potato route usually wins, especially if the sun is shining in the living room and I can bake myself too. I understand that this decision, in particular, may be driven more by lazy biology than free will. But most of us—a good majority of the eight billion here on Earth—would attest to the feeling that there is ALSO something beyond the physical within us, something Obi-Wan Kenobi that feels like it is in the driver’s seat and ultimately in control.

			Growing up, I always thought the presence of an “I” or “me” beyond just our bodies was a no-brainer. Having been born in 1972 when we didn’t have as much media or global exposure, and being part of an ethnic culture that was comprised mostly of theists, I had never heard the words atheist or agnostic. Eventually, I did learn the word atheist, but my broad impression was that it referred to a rebellious wanton who does not believe in any kind of god. I vaguely understood that atheists like the late Stephen Hawking and Christopher Hitchens likened us to meat robots—human computers that will break down upon death and no longer exist.

			DETERMINISTS ARE SURE WE HAVE NO FREE WILL

			It was not until my forties that I stumbled upon the discovery that atheism can involve not just a repudiation of God or an afterlife, but free will as well. My exposure to this line of thinking came when I was doing research for my first published book fifteen years ago, and stumbled across Sam Harris’s book Free Will, which argues that free will doesn’t exist. At first, I couldn’t comprehend the meaning of such an opinion. I didn’t think there was anything to debate on free will. I also had no idea there were so many flavors of atheists. As I said earlier, my South Asian community barely acknowledged atheists in general, much less their subcamps. They were intrinsically frowned upon, like dating or getting a B in class. Or like me, husbandless and childless.

			Branded a black sheep anyway, and interested in understanding these naughty shades of atheism more, I read Sam Harris’s Free Will, and most recently, Robert Sapolsky’s Determined: A Science of Life without Free Will. Although many of you have probably heard of these famous authors, for those who were in the dark like me, the two are highly respected neurologists and atheists who fall in the determinist camp. They insist that everything we humans do is NOT in our control. There are no morals, ethics, or choices to exercise. Instead, all of our actions—or so-called decisions—are due to some combination of our biological configuration, hormones, environment, or other external or past influences that cause us to do what we do today. It’s not me, it’s you, these bad boys would say.

			In other words, even a small decision to have eggs vs cereal for breakfast is not the result of some conscious choice, but artificial programming via genetics and our environment that leads us to a specific outcome—and ONLY that outcome. The assertion is that everything we have experienced, from childhood to now, based on our surroundings, interactions, and DNA coding, has led us down a one-way street to … ta da! the exact choice of breakfast muffin on this very morning. Anyone else in the exact same set of circumstances couldn’t have helped but choose the exact same blueberry pastry of perfection. Even if we choose eggs one day and cereal the next, there is likely an external reason for why we are doing it in that order. Maybe we read the book Green Eggs and Ham to our child the night before and woke up wanting an Irish omelet. Something like that.

			I understand that sometimes biology or impulse can heavily influence a decision. Honey Bunches of Oats barely lasts a week in my house—it’s what I’m having for breakfast if it’s there. My sugar-addicted adrenals would call the shots in that case.

			But recently I bought a house, a task that took over two years while I analyzed budgetary constraints, future plans, must-haves, neighborhoods, tastes, and other varied factors before settling on a final purchase. There were multiple forks in the road where I could have chosen something different. Even with such a complex decision, the determinist neurology gurus would say that my choice was DETERMINED for me already, and it was inevitable that I chose the house that I did.
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			DETERMINIST VIEWS ON CRIMINALS

			Mr. Harris and Mr. Sapolsky lay out the details behind this pro-puppet line of thinking extensively in their respective books, with Mr. Sapolsky’s magnum opus having recently been published in 2023 and clocking in at a hefty 500-plus pages. It’s worth buying, because you can also use it as a doorstop or weapon if needed.

			The two propose that neither criminals nor the average Joe bears the weight of their actions. It’s a combination of bad genes, bad childhoods, and bad luck that causes them to exhibit their bad behavior. Mr. Sapolsky suggests a revamped justice system in which criminals are quarantined against mixing back into society, rather than jailed in the traditional sense. The quarantine would resemble prison in terms of loss of freedom, but with vastly different labels and amounts of blame being put on the convicted. Perhaps “convict” being swapped for something more pleasing and PC, like “ethically challenged.”

			Their assertion that criminals are compelled to act the way they do is only partially palatable. I do think some people are predisposed towards evil based on their genetic coding and how they are raised. But I don’t know if we can attribute everything to just these two factors. First of all, I’d normally expect to see a few of their siblings join the dark side too, because all of them would have been exposed to the same environmental cues while growing up. But it’s more common to hear of horrified, law-abiding, Luke Skywalker siblings who had no clue their family member was Darth Vader.

			I understand that genetics or DNA are not exact matches in siblings, and even their environmental exposure can differ within the same household. But surely we would not see such extremes within one family if they have DNA and the environment somewhat in common? It calls into question the Harris/Sapolsky theory that each of us would act in the exact same way as a criminal if we were to be put in their exact same shoes from day one.

			In addition, I’d like to have an explanation for how criminals can be so devious when it comes to hiding their crimes or evil thoughts if they are such passive, programmed bots. We’ve got numerous examples of serial killers who were able to lead double lives, hold down jobs, stay married, volunteer, or participate in politics, all while killing their victims on the side. These morbid multitaskers can be highly intelligent and cunning along with any compulsions they may have. If these kinds of Jekyll and Hyde extremes can exist in one person, then it becomes harder to suggest they are helpless pawns at the mercy of their corrupt biology and chemistry. If it was just that, I would think their actions would be less nuanced or manipulative, and more consistent.

			The way Harris and Sapolsky describe their worldview of humans, it appears as if we are merely billiard balls, bouncing off certain walls or angles based on how we were shot out of the womb … like animals with just basic instincts to guide us. All said and done, however, I don’t think they manage to address the complexity of our situation.
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			COMPATIBILIST VIEWS ON FREE WILL

			Dan Dennett is another atheist rockstar, but in a different band from Harris and Sapolsky. He is viewed as a compatibilist—one who feels a secular type of free will is compatible with determinism. Not the magical, soul-infused kind of free will that floats off to a celestial afterparty when we die, but a fleeting, biochemical version that sticks around only while the brain lights are still on. Unlike his other atheist pals, Dennett feels humans DO have control over their behavior.

			Therefore, he proposes that criminals should be held responsible for their choices because they could have acted differently. He does think that we have something akin to morals when making decisions, just like an AI bot may develop an internal set of guidelines it uses to accomplish its programmed mission. If an AI bot is fed reams of material and trained in a particular way for years—to the point where its capabilities exceed that of humans by an exponential degree—then told its mission is to find cures for diseases, we have no way of knowing how it will go about doing that. It may interpret a “cure for cancer” as literally killing all of mankind, thereby eliminating the possibility of that disease altogether.

			Oopsie doopsie, there goes humanity!

			We could get Cain where we were hoping for Abel. We might put the same coded mission into two different robots, hoping to double the speed of reaching a certain goal, and instead get two radically different outcomes. There may be a high degree of autonomy that AI bots can develop once programmed. Hopefully, they don’t start competing against each other in some bizarre, algorithmic, Hunger Games twist. Who knows?!

			That’s why AI is considered such a dangerous threat to mankind—it can get out of control at some point and develop something akin to an independent free will. A huge swath of scientists fear the day is not far when AI will rampantly exceed humans in intelligence, to the same degree that we humans currently outsmart animals. At that time, it will certainly seem as if AI has evolved the autonomy to do what it wants, regardless of how it was originally coded. It’s chilling, but judging by recent strides in machine learning, that day may already be here.

			Dennett uses this AI robot analogy to illustrate his points in his bestselling book Consciousness Explained, but he adds on a layer that talks about how different processes—hormonal, neural, brain waves, external factors, and evolution—may have allowed humans to develop a kind of functional, secular consciousness. His guess is that we did not start with such a thing at the beginning of evolution. Instead, as organisms evolved and became better at manipulating their environment, they began developing a version of consciousness that is not religious per se, but still has the ability to flex some moral muscle. He speculates that advanced AI may also develop its own brand of consciousness over time.

			SPIRITUAL VS SECULAR VS NO FREE WILL

			I can somewhat buy into what Dennett is saying in terms of humans having evolved a kind of free will based on genetic code and programming. From my atheist lens, the Dennett compatibilist theory of a non-spiritual, secular free will fits more with the world I see around me than the Harris/Sapolsky determinist theory of NO free will. But the theist side of me can’t fully align with compatibilism either. Because an apples-to-apples comparison of AI to humans should take into account the origins of the source code, not just the evolution of that code.

			 We humans created AI. Intelligence created intelligence. AI is being programmed with intelligent source code from day one. It is not just being fed tons of material, it’s also being taught how to USE that material. A strategic human mind is creating a strategic AI machine.

			According to compatibilists and other atheists, Mother Nature/evolution programmed humans. Not a divine creator. We were not created by intelligence initially. We had to make the leap to intelligence and free will by ourselves. If we were in a race, our starting point would be considered light-years BEHIND the starting point for AI. This is why theists insist that we DO have a creator. They claim that only intelligence could have created intelligence.

			I see both sides, and will continue to do so until we have definitive proof either way. Theists make a good point, which is why I am not fully on board with atheists on this. But I also agree with Dennett—it may have been possible for human intelligence and free will to have been cultivated through a series of evolutionary events over billions of years. Billions of years is a long time. And with each evolutionary step, information is retained from the past and built upon going forward, through smarter genes and more adapted, advanced organisms. In a sense, evolution IS acting as an intelligent creator. We talk about that more in the atheist section of the book.

			STUDIES ON FREE WILL AND AWARENESS

			The atheist gang will also point to multiple studies done over the years which indicate that the BRAIN appears to be aware of a decision being made BEFORE the person is CONSCIOUSLY aware of it. Using MRIs and brain scans, scientists  were able to predict—with significant accuracy—which dot the patient would choose (red or green) at least 7 to 10 seconds before the patient themselves became aware of their own decision.

			In another study, a tetraplegic patient was connected to a virtual piano using part of her brain and was able to play music, remarking that oftentimes it felt as if the piano was playing itself before she even realized what key she intended to press. Much effort has gone into trying to investigate the atheist assertion that the body is the source of all decisions, and not our perceived “consciousness.”
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			Now I’ll confess, these experiments do give me pause, and cause me to scooch towards atheism. They have been repeated over the years, using many different scenarios, and clearly show the brain making a decision before people are consciously aware of it. That’s quite noteworthy.

			Theists have countered such findings by proposing that the brain might be receiving signals from a deeper subconscious first, which is the true representative of our free will. However, based on what is reflected in these experiments, I would have to award some points to the atheist/scientist camp. Remember, I’m not looking for bias confirmation or an answer that favors one side over the other. As an objective truth seeker, I can’t help but acknowledge that these studies do create some doubts in my mind when it comes to the question of free will.

			MY FREE WILL MOSTLY BELIEVES IN FREE WILL

			Finally, after all this wishy-washy back-and-forth, how would I sum up my views on whether we have something akin to free will or not? As tempting as it is to shirk responsibility for my many wrong actions, and to label myself an ethically challenged, hot human bot, I tilt towards the likelihood that we do have free will and the ability to make decisions that are not just tied to biology and chemistry. Harris and Sapolsky say that people like me have a hard time letting go of the impression that we’re in the driver’s seat, and they are right. I’m not convinced yet. While the scientific experiments saying otherwise are compelling, so are our own first-person subjective experiences, where we sort through many layers of factors and forks in the road before making numerous complex decisions in our lives. I just can’t concede that everything I do is predetermined or an automated animal instinct.

			And if we do have a free will with which we can exercise our intelligence and values, then the odds increase that it may be the spiritual kind. Where we have ethics and the choice between right or wrong behavior, between outputting positive or negative energy, it seems only fair that we be judged—rewarded or punished—as part of the cause-and-effect or balancing laws of the universe. It seems strange that we should have the ability to make decisions but not always face the consequence of our choices.

			However, with the doubts introduced by compatibilists like Dennett on whether our free will is secular or spectral, I am no longer as strong in my convictions, and my rating on this as a supporting point for theism has dropped from a childhood 9 to a current 6 on the ISM scale.
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			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 5 -

			Qualia

			reason 2

			IN THE LAST chapter, we made a case for theism and free will with Descartes’s famous line: I THINK, therefore I am.

			There is a matching bumper sticker to that which I would plaster on the other side of my car: I FEEL, therefore I am.

			EMOTIONS

			The vast spectrum of emotions that humans can undergo is dazzling—from piercing stabs of heartbreak to overwhelming rushes of love, crippling shame, white-hot rage, stinging pangs of regret, acute loneliness, throbbing runner-up-at-a-pageant jealousy, repulsion, and more. There seems to be something deep inside each of us from which these searing, subjective experiences can bubble up.

			And many of these emotions are not just impulsive, one-off bodily reactions—we can sink into depression or grief for years, or feel a deep, lifelong love for a spouse or child. We can live with guilt or shame over a past transgression that never goes away. We can form insecurities in childhood that last well into adulthood. We can be perpetually anxious about our purpose in life and write brooding existential books to cope. This depth and breadth of subjective experiences seems to be more than just flashes of dopamine or biology and chemistry.

			PERSONALITIES AND PREFERENCES

			In addition to emotions, there are also the infinite nuances of each of our personalities, preferences, hobbies, sense of humor, trigger points, and dreams.

			One person prefers to spend their free time playing sports, another plays chess. Some of us enjoy classical music, others appreciate heavy metal. One person’s funny, favorite comedian makes another person yawn. Some get a rush climbing Mount Everest, some get a rush watching others climb Mount Everest on YouTube.

			Some people are ultra-sensitive, others are so thick-skinned they sport crocodile scales. Some love routines, and others get bored with them. Some people have incredible willpower, others procrastinate and wait for the panic monster. The list goes on of how different and diametrically opposite we can be. Each of us is truly a snowflake in a blizzard of humanity—no two people are exactly alike. Not even twins!

			Scientists and atheists often refer to these softer, cuddlier, first- person human attributes as qualia. Qualia involve experiences that are more qualitative, or intangible, than those that are quantitative, or measurable in nature. To me, this immensely rich, complex spectrum of qualia that we are capable of displaying—emotions, personalities, preferences, goals, weaknesses, and strengths—is a super strong circumstantial clue that something beyond just biology and chemistry powers our bodies. We may not have the smoking gun proving that our consciousness or soul is at play here, but there is definitely some smoke indicating some kind of feeling, thinking, intelligent, and moral fire that resides within us.

			QUALIA CREDITED AS MIND VS BODY

			While many atheists explain away qualia as nothing more than our meat suits or bag of bones at work (lol), many others—including scientists and doctors—embrace the notion of some kind of subjective, first-person experience that occurs separately from objective, physical body functions. They may use secular terms such as vitalism or life force, though oftentimes they too give in and use squishier terms like consciousness. Many have posited that qualia may actually be proof of mind vs body.

			In recent years, there have been more and more research studies published by reputable scientists on theories regarding consciousness, including the possibility of the entire universe being conscious—an idea known as panpsychism. Some extreme versions of panpsychism can get a bit strange, where everything from a rock to a pizza box is supposed to be conscious. (Although I have noticed that when I look at pizza, it is always sending me subliminal messages that say EAT ME!) Jokes aside, the general concept of panpsychism would not be far off from a similar theory, where Hindus refer to the entire universe as Brahman, which also means consciousness.

			My mother’s doctor, when he was talking about how long she might have with her late-stage cancer diagnosis, said it depended on many factors, including my mother’s will to live. He mentioned how he had noticed a definite difference amongst those who had started giving up versus those who went in with a positive attitude. Many doctors use words like attitude or will in ways that indicate their acknowledgment of an intangible factor in people’s recovery that is not just biological.

			And of course, let’s not forget about the well-known placebo effect. If it’s just our biology at play, then how does one explain the very real 30 to 50% success rate for placebos? Isn’t this a classic case of mind vs body?

			Hypnosis is another example. I used to think hypnosis was just a bunch of hooey. I’m pretty sure I would not be hypnotizable even today, because I’m still quite skeptical. In fact, I’m putting it in writing that I will award $100 to anyone who can hypnotize me, and $1000 if they can get me to permanently stop one of my many bad habits! Add a zero to that for quitting sugar. This is a real offer.

			But I must say that I’ve budged quite a bit when it comes to acknowledging the power of hypnosis after watching Howie    Mandel on America’s Got Talent supposedly get hypnotized into shaking hands with his peers. Howie Mandel is a known germaphobe with OCD tendencies who normally does not touch people’s hands. I’ve seen other compelling hypnosis acts as well.

			Sometimes I think they are faking it, yes, because there are lots of people who are biased towards belief in such things. These would be the same people who can miraculously rise and walk away from their wheelchairs after being touched by their crazy-eyed pastor in church, PRAISE JESUS! But there have been enough credible people—at least in my opinion—to have convinced me that there may be some who can be genuinely hypnotized. If that’s the case, then that is another example of MIND vs BODY.

			QUALIA DISMISSED AS BODY VS BODY

			Determinists, and even compatibilists like Dennett, would disagree with these theories. In fact in his book, Dennett specifically addresses the placebo effect and explains how he rationalizes it to be BODY vs BODY. He asserts that we are entirely objective creatures, not subjective—even when it comes to qualities like emotions, personalities, or preferences. Optimism, courage, hope, positive thinking—all of it is imaginary and doesn’t truly exist. They were biological tools developed by us humans over centuries of evolution to manipulate ourselves into longer survival.

			Just like sexual tension and parental experiences tend to color all Freudian discussions, so too does survival of the fittest seem to color a majority of atheist explanations. To them, love might be our desire to create a community of other people who can protect us from having to live and fend for survival alone. Fear can help us stay safe and away from harm. The atheists might ascribe jealousy to wanting to be the superior set of genes in order to increase our chances of reproduction. Morals and principles are rules that have been passively adopted by us humans to avoid being kicked out of our community, rather than actively formed with noble intentions.

			Even SACRIFICE—the antithesis of survival and looking out for ourselves—can be linked to continuity of the human race in some way. A parent rescuing a child from a burning house might appear to be doing it out of selfless love on the surface. However, a critic who disclaims such emotions might attribute a parent putting themselves in danger to their desire for gene propagation, knowing that the child is the younger, healthier carrier between the two. There is no end to the ways that emotions can be “spun” to somehow tie them back down to the goal of survival.
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			Just like I don’t want to marry my father, I don’t buy the whole survival thing. As I mentioned in the last chapter, I’m an existential Scrooge. In fact, I’m somewhat of a nihilist who is oftentimes disgusted with the baser, petty instincts of the human race and feels that total oblivion of all eight billion of us (in a pain-free, humane way of course) would not be such a bad thing. The animal kingdom and planet would certainly be better off without us here. So to me, the preoccupation with survival seems confusing and not always fitting. Yes, we are influenced by the will to survive and thrive, no doubt—but not to the exaggerated, all-encompassing extent that atheists and Freudians make it out to be.

			In addition, even if humans are acting on instinct, and automatically programmed to optimize survival, why would a body need to trick itself? Wouldn’t it just heal itself to begin with if it had that kind of power? I understood when Dennett said we humans may have a secular sort of free will, equivalent to the case of a super-intelligent AI bot having so much programming and knowledge that it can choose its next step from an almost infinite number of possibilities. But I don’t understand his implication that human bots can “influence” or “fool” themselves into picking one step versus another. He loses me there.

			The placebo effect, hypnosis, self-soothing, daily affirmations—these make sense if it’s mind vs body/brain, not when it’s a human computer tricking a human computer. Can we imagine a scenario where a superintelligent AI bot tries to do that to itself? It shouldn’t need to if it’s truly robotic and basing everything on calculations. It should simply arrive at its future decisions through a methodical, legitimate process. It doesn’t need to manipulate itself.
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			DISMISSING QUALIA IS NOT EASY

			I was sort of able to keep up with Harris, Sapolsky, and Dennett on the free will discussion, but their attempts to explain away qualia, or emotional experiences, fell flat for me. Although, in fair disclosure, I’m not sure I was able to fully get a handle on any of their arguments beyond the surface, from qualia to free will to anything else. Wrestling with the opinions put forth by these three intellectual giants was exhausting as I slogged through their massive tomes and tried to squint my eyes and focus hard on visualizing what they were discussing. I can’t tell you how many times I was twitching in frustration as I read their often confusing and circular arguments and wondered what the @*#! they were actually saying.

			Many of their readers can be seen on message boards too, trying to clarify what the authors really mean, with certain readers interpreting their books one way, and others insisting on the exact opposite. Some fervent supporters of Sam Harris have turned into critics after reading his extreme claims, accusing him of sloppy language and dipping one toe into the realm of consciousness and one toe out. In his books and blog, Harris uses words like hope, decide, or try on the one hand, and on the other insists we can’t try, decide, or plan because everything is determined for us—leading many to point out that he is trying to be half-pregnant. Pick one side! they say. Either we’re pregnant or we’re not. Either we can decide and try and hope, or we cannot. Period.

			Heck, even Harris and Dennett themselves have traded vicious posts and public letters back and forth, debating each other’s stances on these topics.

			I think that, in a nutshell, sums up the difficulty of trying to dismiss the idea of a free will, or soul, or intelligence, or emotions, or personal ethics and choices. Those concepts are embedded in our lives everywhere, every day, for everybody. Even the atheists who reject them turn around and use contradictory language that fully embraces the very same. And if these subjective factors do exist within us, then it’s an easy leap towards the conclusion that there may be something beyond just the physical that is responsible for these faculties. More than free will, it’s our capacity for QUALIA that moves my ISM needle significantly.
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			- ch 6 - 

			Conjoined Twins

			Reason 3

			Show me a neuron (or brain) whose generation of a behavior is independent of the sum of its biological past, and for the purposes of this book, you’ve demonstrated free will … Dr. Robert Sapolsky 

			CHALLENGE ACCEPTED.

			Now before I get everyone’s expectations up with my Mission Impossible bravado, let me start by disclaiming that it’s not possible to be in the exact same body and brain as someone else on this planet. Not 100%. But we can get very, very close, in a manner that I was surprised to find has been rarely discussed, even amongst these well-spoken determinists.

			I’m talking about the case of conjoined twins.

			Sapolsky has often talked about identical twins separated at birth, but I have not seen him, Harris, or anyone else discuss the case of conjoined twins. I think it’s fascinating and very significant that we have a situation where two people can be born in the same place, at the same time, to the same parents, and be exposed to the same environment. There is no better scenario than this against which to do one last test of the determinist theories.   How much of the pair’s actions is biology and chemistry, and how much of it might be attributable to something else?

			DEFINING CONJOINED TWINS

			Many of us don’t know much about conjoined twins since they are rare. Conjoined twins are identical twins who are physically attached to each other. It is thought that they join together in the womb when either a single fertilized egg starts splitting but does not fully complete the process, or when two fertilized twin eggs fuse together during development. Twins can be conjoined at various parts of the body—at the torso or hip (where they lie side-by-side), at the chest (where they face each other), or even at the head (where they each have their own brain but may share a thalamus).
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			Like non-joined identical twins, conjoined twins carry almost 100% of the same DNA, though, as with any set of twins, minor variations can occur. The earlier they split in the womb, the more differences there might be due to mutations or separate growth patterns that can happen during development. However, conjoined twins have a higher likelihood of occurrence when the embryo splits much later in the womb, so they are more likely to have matching DNA than regular twins.
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			Besides DNA, conjoined twins can share other biological functions. While they may have somewhat separate bodies, they are still exchanging body fluids, experiencing similar hormone surges, falling ill when the other does, or tasting the other person’s food, even if just one of them is eating. In an interview with Krista and Tatiana Hogan—Canadian conjoined twins attached at the head and born in 2006—they described how Tatiana would try to scrape the taste of ketchup off her tongue when Krista was the only one eating it. She could taste the ketchup too, and did not like it. Similarly, their parents said that putting a pacifier in just one of the twins’ mouths seemed to soothe both babies at the same time.

			In the case of Abby and Brittany Hensel, born in 1990 in the US and joined at the torso, they share a pair of legs and arms, though they have separate hearts, stomachs, lungs, and spinal cords. To do any kind of movement—walking, running, biking—they have to coordinate between the two silently. Each twin controls just one arm and leg, yet somehow they can pass brain signals to each other and do complex activities like typing, playing the piano, playing volleyball and soccer, and swimming. They both got their driver’s license on their sixteenth birthday.

			Conjoined twins share their entire lives together and are exposed to the same environmental influences. They go to school together. They study the same subjects together. They watch the same TV shows, talk to the same people, and travel to the same places. Although they can occasionally do separate activities like listening to music with headphones or reading a book, the majority of their lives are spent doing the exact same thing.

			CONJOINED TWINS CAN BE POLAR OPPOSITES

			Now here is where I daresay the determinist theories get ripped apart and debunked. Conjoined twins—despite experiencing nature and nurture as almost one single entity, according to the terms of Sapolsky’s challenge—can be as dissimilar from each other as night and day. Their tastes, hobbies, goals, personalities—everything can be as mismatched as plucking two strangers from opposite corners of the globe and analyzing them side by side. It’s a situation that we rarely ponder on our own, but when called to our attention, dredges up some major existential questions.

			For example, Abby and Brittany Hensel are well chronicled and known, having had their own TV series in 2012, videos of their life on YouTube, and appearances on shows like Oprah.

			Through all of that media exposure, we got to follow their daily journey in great detail. They have been shown going to school, shopping for clothes, hanging out with friends—the whole gamut of life experiences. Naturally, there are a lot of preferences in common, but their personalities are also quite divergent. In a documentary, Abby, the more assertive twin, was enthusiastic about going to Disneyland. She is considered bossier, feistier, and more extroverted. Brittany, the reclusive twin, was not as interested because she didn’t want to be gawked at by the large crowds. Her parents view her as more easygoing. When watching them speak on video, Abby always seems to do more of the talking. Abby is currently married to a veteran, while Brittany does not seem interested in marriage or finding a husband. In the words of Brittany Hensel: “We are totally different people. We usually bargain with each other like, if you do this, I’ll do that. We take turns.”

			Then there were Lori and George (formerly Dori) Schappell, American twins conjoined at the head, where they shared major blood vessels and about thirty percent of their individual brains. Both were born in 1961 as females, but Dori transitioned and became George. Sadly, they passed away in 2024. They are known as the first set of conjoined twins to identify as separate genders.

			When alive, they lead entirely separate lives. Lori had several boyfriends and was even engaged, while George was not interested in dating and instead pursued a career in country music, performing on stage. Lori used to say she was his fan.

			They were both so different that they created separate spaces within their two-bedroom apartment in Pennsylvania. They talked about alternating nights between their respective rooms, so that each twin could have time to spend in their own environment with their own beloved things. Lori had bowling trophies in her space, while George had music paraphernalia. In an interview with filmmaker Anthony Thomas in 1997, they took him on a tour of their apartment and personalized spaces. For a majority of the footage, they emphasized how unalike they were, how they were two unique people. Stressing their individuality seemed to be their main focus.

			Ladan and Laleh Bijani were Iranian sisters born in 1972 who were also craniopagus twins. One wanted to be a lawyer, the other a journalist. One was extroverted, the other introverted. One wanted to move to Tehran, the other to Shiraz. One liked to play computer games, the other liked to pray a lot. They would often fight about such matters, because many times they could not do both and had to compromise—such as when they decided to pursue law instead of journalism because they couldn’t have two independent careers while conjoined. They were so distinct in their goals and tastes that they were willing to risk death in order to separate.

			In fact, a documentary called Dying to Be Apart was filmed as they went through the journey of trying to find doctors who would help them to separate. Many surgeons refused because the risk was too high. The twins were warned over and over that the chances of either of them surviving a separation were slim, and even if they lived, the risk of blindness or paralysis was high. They were so desperate to be split, however, so they could each live their own lives and follow their own dreams, that they were willing to take that chance. That’s how divergent the two were.

			As I watched their story, I found myself drawn to their vibrant personalities, they were so relatable. I imagined myself in their shoes, a bookworm wanting to hide out on the couch but being dragged to a noisy bar by a party animal twin. Or wanting to snooze while they preferred to exercise. It would be a tough compromise, though more so for the poor soul stuck with me as their lazy anchor. I was deeply sympathetic to Ladan and Laleh’s situation and rooting for them. I was sad to learn that while surgeons did finally agree to do the surgery, the sisters died on the operating table in 2003.

			POKING HOLES IN DETERMINISM

			There is so much to be learned from this goldmine of information in terms of how our bodies and minds work. Many of the twins admit that if they allowed it, there would be lines a mile long outside their door, of doctors and scientists eager to study them further. Most conjoined twins refuse such scrutiny and want to live as normally as possible. I am glad that these lovely people get to have their privacy if they wish it, unlike in centuries past when they may have been ostracized or exploited.

			At the same time, I am also very grateful to these twins for having granted us the honor of a small glimpse into their lives. I think it gives us valuable insights into the potential workings of our brains and possibly our souls. One thing we can clearly see from just these three cases is how unalike conjoined twins can be. They are as individual and unique in their dreams, preferences, and behavior as anyone else. In fact, if we study any pair of conjoined twins, we will find the same story. I can’t think of a better rebuttal to the determinist theories than this—two individuals, living together in one body, sometimes operating at opposite sides of the spectrum despite sharing almost identical genetics and being exposed to the same people, places, and experiences every waking moment.

			According to the determinists, the twins should mostly be copies of each other in choices, preferences, emotions, and anything else. If one twin wants eggs for breakfast, the other should want them too. If one twin wants to be a writer, the other should also. Yet clearly this is not the case. This means some kind of active free will does seem to be involved, our behavior is not just based on passive biological and chemical reactions to our genetics and environment.

			
				
					[image: A woman resembling the author stands smugly with a hand on her hip. She is holding up a sign that reads: "Determinists Repent! The end is near!"]
				

			

			(I know I am gloating somewhat, but I often found myself perplexed when reading the rigid, extremist opinions of the determinist camp, and wondering if they were writing all that to shock people and to sell books. Most likely they genuinely buy into their own claims, but one can never tell anymore in this fame-hungry world.)

			While I would say the determinists take a hit here, this does not rule out the compatibilists and their theories which  entertain the existence of free will, albeit one that does not survive us when we die.

			It also does not rule out the theists, who contend that we each have a soul that is responsible for our personalities, ethics, and choices.

			So if we were to look at the circumstantial clue that is presented to us in the form of conjoined twins, which explanation seems more likely for the differences between the twins—compatibilist atheism or theism?

			THE BRAIN TAKES CENTER STAGE

			Well, one thing is clear here, regardless of which camp is correct—the BRAIN plays an extremely important role in determining who we are. If the atheists are right and we do not have any type of soul or consciousness, then conjoined twins show us that even if everything else is shared between them, as long as there are two separate heads and brains, there can be distinctive personalities. (In cases where there has only been one brain with two heads—parapagus disoprous—most of the infants died within hours or days of being born.)

			I find this fascinating to contemplate, because it shows just how important the brain is compared to our hormones, gut, and other biological processes that we have previously thought to be major factors in our behavior. While they do contribute, I think it’s safe to conclude that the brain must play a much larger part in who we are if conjoined twins can share almost the entire body and still be so fundamentally different.

			Could the human brain have evolved over the centuries from when it was a simple-celled organism to the complex machine it is today, and developed an advanced network of neurons, synapses, and other processes to project out an energy akin to a secular free will? Could the Dennett compatibilist theory of the evolution of free will apply if most of that evolution took place in our brains? Perhaps. It’s not entirely impossible. We do know that a brain-dead body is most likely a vegetable, so the brain does seem to comprise a lot of who we “are.” Perhaps the brain reigns supreme, with our hormones, gut, and other processes not as influential as we might think.

			
				
					[image: A brain with arms and legs waves happily in a bright spotlight on a stage. In the dark shadows backstage, other organs—a liver, a kidney, a heart, and a strand of DNA—look unhappy to have been sidelined.]
				

			

			CAN TWO SOULS LIVE IN ONE BODY?

			Now if the theist camp is right, and we have a soul that is responsible for our personalities and choices, is it possible for two souls to inhabit one body, even if that body has two heads? Maybe.

			After all, many theists claim that demon possession is a real phenomenon, and it’s another example of two souls seemingly operating within the same body—albeit in a negative manner, with just one brain instead of two, which is unfortunately being hijacked. But the concept of being able to have two souls in one body is similar.

			(Please note that I am not comparing these educated, kind, and witty twins to those who may have been afflicted with demon possession, if such a thing exists. I am merely reviewing another situation where two souls can purportedly be said to be sharing one body.)

			While it may seem possible to have one body house two souls, I do wonder how theists would handle certain questions that would then arise. What about the presence of chakras or auras that allegedly surround a body and reflect that person’s soul? 

			
				
					[image: Two conjoined twins surrounded by a bright, luminescent glow and radiating sparks of light. Numerous colorful chakra circles of energy glow within and between their bodies.]
				

			

			How does it work when we have two such different “souls” in a body? What kind of light or energy will the body give off then? I am not someone who believes in auras exactly, but if they exist, then how would they work in such a case?

			And if we indeed have souls that are here to pass some kind of spiritual test by earning enough good karma points, then how does that work when one soul is yoked to the other by the limitations of being in one body? Do they get graded separately by the cosmos even if their decisions are somewhat joined? Do they get some kind of allowance for their deeds since they are so influenceable by their attached twin? Or is this some type of sister wives test, where the soul has to learn to compromise and get along?

			I’m sure that is what avid theists would claim. They would say that these two souls may have been fighting in a prior life, and in this life their karmic duty is to learn to cohabitate. Or something like that.

			 However … I don’t know if I buy that. This kind of rarity doesn’t seem to be anything that is intentionally planned by the universe to create an extra challenge or test for two souls. It mainly appears to be nature doing its thing again in terms of occasionally going off course. There are many instances of conjoined chickens, goats, and other animals being born where the egg didn’t split in time to be wholly separate during the birth process. To me, an egg not splitting properly seems more indicative of random mutations or occurrences in nature than a purposeful design.

			
				
					[image: An image of two baby chicks conjoined at the torso, illustrating that animals can also be conjoined.]
				

			

			WHERE I FINALLY PLACE MY BET

			I can continue bouncing on the seesaw and attack or defend each side. Overall, I’m like a theological Tarzan, swinging from one end to the other when it comes to making a final bet on which camp is right here. Although one thing is clear on the atheist end, at least to me—determinist theories are likely incorrect in light of the differences we see in conjoined twins. So if we rule out their extreme views, we’re left with other atheists, like the compatibilists, and their explanations for our richness in personality, sense of humor, preferences, ethics, choices, and everything else.

			I could sort of swallow the compatibilist theory of a free will and secular-type qualia when the entire body was involved, including the gut, hormones, and other processes. But after looking at conjoined twins, we now seem to have narrowed that secular spotlight to just our three-pound brains. It’s not as easy to concede that the depth and breadth of human behavior can come from so tiny a body part.

			 However, I also have a hard time concluding that the universe intentionally put two souls in one body—in a sister-wife kind of test—when we’ve got conjoined goats or chickens also being born as anomalies of nature. Additionally, it’s a challenge to visualize two souls hanging out together in one body, and how that would work in terms of karma and being graded on said spiritual test.

			But if I have to finally pick a side, I would park myself in the theist camp, because conjoined twins show us that DNA and upbringing may not have as much influence on our personalities as we’ve been told. There may be something more at play here, and I’m not yet willing to give all the credit to three pounds of spongy pink brain tissue for running the entire show.

			When it comes to this potential cosmic clue, I am particularly undecided, so my rating lands on the lower end at a tepid 2 on the ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 2 on the Theism side.]
				

			

			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 7 -

			Soul Energy

			reason 4

			It is common for people to suggest that we humans embody a non-secular type of energy:

			 All life is ENERGY and we are transmitting it at every moment … like radio frequencies … OPRAH WINFREY

			 I believe we’re a field of ENERGY, dancing for itself … clusters of tetrahedrons moving around together … JIM CARREY

			 This creep is giving off a weird ENERGY … ME

			Obviously, these quotes are not referring to the biological or chemical kind of energy that drives us—sourced from food, water, oxygen, and sunlight—but to the kind that makes us intelligent and enables us to think, feel, and create. We frequently use the word energy to describe our behavior, it’s taken for granted as applicable spiritually. But is it being misappropriated by theists, or is it a fitting analogy?

			Deepak Chopra has often been criticized for twisting quantum and classical science, and regurgitating it as spiritual “mumbo- jumbo.” Are those of us who refer to ourselves as possessing a non-secular type of energy doing the same?

			 We all understand the use of the term on a looser, macro level, but let’s take a look at the technical parameters involved in defining energy within the realm of science.

			DEFINING SOUL ENERGY

			So that we don’t get mixed up between the different types of energy hopping around in the universe, let’s give this special kind of existential energy we will be analyzing its own unique name. We will call that something we are analyzing soul energy for now. 

			While I’ve been using the words sentience, consciousness, soul, and free will interchangeably, here I’m deliberately choosing to emphasize the word soul for a reason. Everyone may not agree with my interpretation, but to me, sentience is the ability to feel pain, pleasure, emotions, or other sensations. Consciousness usually refers to the awareness of one’s existence. (So animals might be considered sentient, but not conscious.) Free will is the ability to exercise choice or make decisions. A soul is that which encompasses all of the above—an awareness of sensations and itself, as well as the ability to exercise free will. It is also  something to which I ascribe spiritual wisdom, karma points,  ethics, negative and positive vibes, and perhaps auras or chakras  (if those concepts are real, I am not sure).

			I almost imagine the soul to be the carrying case or bulletin board to which all of these various properties are pinned.

			
				
					[image: An open briefcase displaying the word "Soul" on the inside of the lid. The bottom half of the briefcase is filled with small scraps of paper showing the words: Karma, Free Will, Wisdom, Ethics, Consciousness, and Aura.]
				

			

			I realize that you may have an altogether different view of how these terms should be used, but as long as you follow the logic of what I am saying, you can always substitute your own words.

			Now if we were to try and discipline ourselves to analyze this through the lens of science, and match soul energy against the definition of all energy, what would that look like? Let’s look at the two requirements that all energy must meet in order to be defined as such:

			(1) Energy is defined as a fundamental FORCE of nature that is transferred between parts of a SYSTEM, resulting in some physical change to the system, and usually regarded as the capacity for doing WORK. 

			(2) Energy is defined as a force that can neither be created nor destroyed.

			DEFINITION: PART 1 OF 2

			Let’s look at the first part of the definition, where energy is defined as a FORCE that causes a SYSTEM to do WORK, and see how soul energy might fit in. If I were to chart the types of energy we normally see day to day, it might look something like this:

			
				
					[image: A chart demonstrating how energy works, split into three columns: Physical System, Force, and Work. For Physical Systems: a microwave uses heat energy (Force) to warm things up (Work); a vacuum uses mechanical energy to clean things up; a rocket uses chemical energy to send things up; a bomb uses nuclear energy to blow things up; a sailboat uses wind energy to speed things up; and a television uses electrical energy to liven things up.]
				

			

			I’m being a bit cutesy here. But basically, we can see familiar types of energy operating on a physical system and causing it to do some kind of work. Different energy types are responsible for different types of work.

			Solar energy involves heat and keeps us warm. Chemical energy enables processes to occur in the body. Sound energy helps us to speak and communicate via vibrations that travel through the air.

			In the same way, I envision soul energy causing the body to do work like think, feel, adopt ethics, make decisions, write brilliant books, and any of the other intangible things we do as humans.

			
				
					[image: A three-column chart showing Physical System, Force, and Work. The Physical System is the human body. First, it uses "Chemical Energy" (Force) to "Walk and Breathe" (Work). Second, the body uses "Soul Energy" (Force) to "Think, Feel, and Create" (Work).]
				

			

			In fact, we know that all types of energy are, in the end, a form of kinetic or potential energy. Nuclear, sound, electrical, light, chemical, heat, magnetic—all of it is kinetic of some kind when in motion, or potential when at rest. For example, a magnet has potential energy when it is just sitting there, chilling, simply by way of its ability to attract another object with its magnetic field. When another magnet is attracted or repulsed by it, that is kinetic energy in motion. Similarly, it would take more kinetic energy to separate an object from a magnet and restore it back to its state of potential energy, where it is free to attract something else again.

			In the same way, soul energy can be seen as both a potential and kinetic type of energy. It has potential energy in that it carries with it the intelligence and ethics that evolved from spiritual growth, as well as the potential to exercise free will, ready to be deployed at the appropriate time. There are times when that intelligence, moral code, or free will may be at rest, perhaps when we are sleeping dreamlessly, or between avatars as we float around waiting to be born again. Once in active mode, kinetic motion becomes evident through the steps that we take stemming from the deployment of our intelligence, ethics, preferences, and free will, which drive our behavior and tell us what to do.

			In fact, I would argue that soul energy is the most motion-y, the most kinetic-y of all the kinetic energies. It’s the kinetikiest. (Since I’m making up energy types, I might as well make up words to go along with it!) This is because the other kinds of energy—solar, wind, light, chemical—appear to be more passive and random, even when in motion. In other words, they are not self-determiners of where they go next. Nuclear energy doesn’t dive into a tightly wound atom on its own and sit crouching there, waiting to pounce on unsuspecting civilians when unleashed. Kinetic nuclear energy becomes active when the universe or external factors cause the atom to split. Or when humans are being their usual asshole-selves and greedily bombing each other to smithereens for a sliver of land.

			Similarly, when the sun warms a lake, the heat is not thinking to itself I’m sick of these hot flashes—I need a quick dip. The heat is just doing what nature is prompting it to do.

			Soul energy—if it exists—is actively deciding on what motions to pursue—shopping, eating, driving, smirking, twerking—or perhaps what avatar to jump into next. It’s an intelligent, sentient kind of energy, unlike the others, which appear non-intelligent and non-sentient. It’s one of a kind, which is why it may take extra effort to discover and prove.

			Of course, there is no evidence that anything other than the configuration of our brains and the firing of synapses is what causes us to think, feel, and create. With the chemical energy that we use, we know it comes to us in the form of calories in food, oxygen, and carbon molecules in the air, or heat energy from the sun. When we are first conceived as little zygotes, we draw this sustenance from our mother and the umbilical cord.

			Where would soul energy be arriving from? Does it fly into our bodies at the time of fertilization, when egg meets sperm? When we start kicking in the womb? Or does it become infused in us at the moment of birth? Does it stay and grow within us as we gain knowledge from childhood to adulthood?

			TV antennas will be tuned into a specific frequency when the viewer wants to watch a particular program. The antenna—a metal rod or dish—receives electromagnetic waves from a broadcast tower, and converts them into various electrical signals that the TV can interpret via a process called electromagnetic induction. Perhaps our brains are like antennas, tuned into a particular soul-energy frequency that is our own, receiving the signal that tells us what to do. Maybe that is what theists mean when they refer to auras or chakras?

			I’m just throwing darts out there with my haphazard conjecturing. I’m not exactly sure of the vehicle through which soul energy enters us, and when dissected closely on a micro level, it seems hard to pin things down. Hence, the tendency of wary atheists to swat down such an unproven cliché. But to me, at a macro level, soul energy most definitely feels like it fits the first part of the definition of energy: A force that causes a physical system to do some kind of work.

			DEFINITION: PART 2 OF 2

			It’s interesting to note that soul energy may also satisfy the second part of the definition: Energy can neither be created nor destroyed.

			When a microwave is used while making tea, the electric energy from running the microwave converts to heat energy—which in turn warms the cup of water—which in turn transfers to our body as we drink it—and is then processed from caloric or chemical energy to kinetic energy as we move—and finally may dissipate back into the air as heat energy again in the form of sweat. The energy in this process is converted from one form to another, but is never destroyed.

			
				
					[image: A sequence of four icons demonstrating energy transfer. An electrical plug goes into a socket, pointing to a microwave, which points to a hot cup of tea, which points to a person drinking the tea. This illustrates electricity converting to heat in the microwave, transferring warmth to the tea, and providing heat and caloric energy to the person drinking it before dissipating into the air.]
				

			

			In the same way, if soul energy were to conform to the two-part definition of energy, then it would continue on once we die in some other form. My guess is that it would carry on as a sentient, intelligent, active type of energy, one that remains fully distinct from all the other passive energy types. This sentient energy—able to make free will decisions and think, create, and emote—would keep its properties intact and bounce from one avatar to the next, in a cycle of rebirth.

			If we were to take the Dalai Lama’s metaphor from his book, The Universe in an Atom, and compare an atom to the way the universe works, we would note that in an atom, there is a core nucleus at the ground state. 

			While ascending, there are various orbitals circling the nucleus, each requiring more and more energy for an electron in the atom to reach. The electron is, in a sense, fidgety, because it is rarely still in just one energy state.

			
				
					[image: A diagram of an atom with a small central nucleus and radiating orbital circles. In one of the outer orbitals sits a cute cartoon electron with bulging eyes, slinky legs, and a backward baseball cap. The caption reads: "Fidgety electron."]
				

			

			The amount of energy in an electron is measured by units of ergs, which are equal to 10⁻⁷ joules.

			
				
					[image: A diagram of an atom showing a central nucleus and five radiating orbitals of increasing energy. The energy is measured in ergs, ranging from one erg in the first orbit up to five ergs. An electron holding two ergs is shown positioned in the second orbital.]
				

			

			For an electron to jump from a lower orbital to a higher one, and resist the electromagnetic pull of the nucleus, it must absorb more energy—usually in the form of photons, or light—and then make the leap.

			
				
					[image: A diagram of an atom with a central nucleus and radiating orbitals of increasing erg levels. A photon carrying three ergs of energy is shown flying toward an electron that currently holds two ergs.]
				

			

			
				
					[image: A diagram of an atom showing a central nucleus and radiating orbitals. An electron with two ergs of energy and a photon with three ergs of energy collide. This creates an electron with five ergs of combined energy that has now jumped to a higher, outer orbital.]
				

			

			The more energy the electron absorbs and the higher it goes, the harder it is to maintain that excited state and resist the pull of the nucleus. Electrons in excited states are easily prone to losing packets of light, or photons, and tumbling back down to lower orbitals.

			In the same way, if we consider the universe our atom, and a planet like Earth—filled with an abundance of sensory temptations to touch, feel, taste, hear, and see—as the gripping nucleus, our souls would be the fidgety electron trying to make its way from one orbit to the other. Our souls can be pulled down towards more material experiences and baser, animal instincts—diving into physical-bodied avatars wanting to be fed, soothed, clothed, massaged, entertained, and pleasured. Or they may be able to rise up towards a radiant heaven by absorbing more spiritual light.

			
				
					[image: An atom diagram where ascending orbitals represent an order of enlightenment. Orbit 1 (0 to 15 ergs) shows plants. Orbit 2 (15 to 45 ergs) shows animals, represented by an ape. Orbit 3 (45 to 75 ergs) shows humans, represented by a middle-aged, bald "Joe Schmo" in a sweater vest. Orbit 4 (75 to 100 ergs) shows angels, represented humorously by a middle-aged "Aunt Bertha" figure with a large nose. Orbit 5 (100+ ergs) shows the bright, luminescent light of heaven.]
				

			

			As I’ve mentioned earlier, Hindus believe that all souls must pass through a hierarchy of 8.4 million life forms—including all plant and animal species—whilst accumulating good and bad karma and spiritual wisdom. Only then can they reach the human stage and have a chance at leaving all their physical forms behind through self-actualization. Perhaps we can even escape our atom—the universe—and achieve moksha, just like an electron can escape an atom if it gains enough energy.

			If we indulge in only selfish pursuits, then instead we may lose some of our positive karmic energy and fall down the sentient totem pole to inhabit one of the lower avatars. 

			
				
					[image: A detailed atom diagram showing a hierarchy of living beings across orbitals. The central nucleus is surrounded by radiating orbits. Orbit 1 shows plants (a cactus). Orbit 2 shows animals (a snake, a dog, and an ape). Orbit 3 shows humans (a criminal, a "Joe Schmo," and a nun). Orbit 4 shows ghosts and angels.]
				

			

			We might not fall all the way back down again to the bottom if we retain some light energy or enlightenment progress. But similar to the electron, we may constantly shift between orbits, not always able to maintain the energy needed for higher planes.

			Just like electrons can go up and down orbits in an atom, perhaps soul energy can also go up and down planes in the universe. If electrons need ergs of light to climb an orbit, perhaps soul energy needs ergs of enlightenment or karma to do the same. If chemical or electrical energy can morph into heat or light energy, then perhaps soul energy can morph into different sentient energies as well.

			These comparisons don’t come off as ludicrous to me—I think there is a sort of logic to it. In fact, there may be more clues hinting at the existence of a supernatural kind of energy, as we will discuss in upcoming chapters. Therefore, my conclusion is that the second part of the definition of energy—where energy is neither created nor destroyed (but often converted)—can plausibly be applied to soul energy as well.

			CAN WE CONCLUDE THAT SOUL ENERGY EXISTS?

			Despite the parallels, I realize this is a lot of speculating, and trying to prove out a non-secular form of energy does feel far-fetched at times. Many atheists will say that I am misappropriating scientific concepts and twisting them into spiritual mumbo-jumbo as well.

			But consider the fact that mankind is constantly learning about new types of energy. Coal mining is thought to have started around 200 BC in China. The first windmill was recorded in 644 AD in Iran. The first petrol-powered car was made by Karl Benz in 1885. Nuclear fission was discovered in 1938, and atomic energy was first used in war in 1945. 

			As an open-minded agnostic, I can’t simply dismiss the prospect of soul energy just because we haven’t discovered it yet. Now I realize that lack of discovery does not mean we can make up anything and say it exists. I normally agree with the atheist argument that the person creating the story has the burden to prove it’s true. As I said earlier, people can’t just conjure up tooth fairies and purple dinosaurs and expect people to believe in them. I understand that it may sound irrational when theists insist there is a magical father figure in the sky, expecting us to perform specific rituals or pray in a certain way. That may be the equivalent of claiming there is a Santa Claus.

			But the case of soul energy is special—I think the onus is on both sides to prove or disprove it. It’s not made up—rather, there are numerous signs that point to the possibility that we do have some kind of soul, consciousness, subjective first-person experience, or free will in this life—and possibly after. And as we just saw, even the official two-part definition appears to be applicable to a sentient, intelligent type of energy.

			Therefore, I am somewhat persuaded by the Oprahs, Chopras, and Jim Carreys of the world, who claim that we are fields of energy in a spiritual sense, because I can see how it also fits in a scientific sense. For this reason, soul energy earns a spot on my list of theist clues, and my needle points to a respectable 7 on the ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 7 on the Theism side.]
				

			

			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 8 -

			Ghosts

			reason 5

			IN THE LAST chapter, we talked about the two-part definition of energy, with the second part stating that energy can neither be created nor destroyed. If there is such a thing as an intelligent, sentient type of energy, then my theory was that it might continue on after death, albeit in a different form.

			 Various polls show that anywhere from 30 to 60% of the population speculates that they have seen a ghost sometime in their lives. Luckily, I haven’t ever seen one myself because my AARP-aged body would have a heart attack, but that’s a scary statistic! No pun intended.

			Ghosts are a big part of the reason I lean towards believing in the concept of souls. Ultimately, what else is a ghost but a restless soul energy that likely has unresolved business from its former life? A unique energy with properties of free will that enables it to stay attached to the world, flitting and flying about, rattling chains and scaring the bejesus or bekrishna out of people. I say this in half jest, half seriousness. I can see myself wanting to stick around and haunt several places and people when I’m gone (perhaps as a groaning ghoul with a grudge against Barnes & Noble for not carrying my books).

			
				
					[image: A cartoon of a brick-and-mortar retail bookstore resembling Barnes & Noble, but the sign reads "Bans and Never Booksellers." An angry ghost, representing the author, haunts the store. She is thinking about her book, 26 Logical Reasons I Am a Theist and Atheist, and fuming that the store won't carry it because she is an independent author.]
				

			

			We discussed how there may be points on the soul energy spectrum where the soul is not yet fully evolved and able to rise above its baser instincts. Perhaps a ghostly soul energy is one that has not fully climbed the reincarnation totem pole. Maybe it is still attached to certain desires, or looking for revenge or closure, and not able to move past the surroundings and temporary avatar it inhabited in a previous life. It might try to broadcast a signal to another sentient being through apparitional showings, ghostly moans, or poltergeist-like movements, hoping in vain to get some kind of acknowledgment. Visual, audio, and motion output from a ghost might be possible, because as we discussed in the last chapter, every single type of energy is kinetic in the end—light, sound, heat, chemical, magnetic, nuclear, or electric. Sentient energy, if it exists, would likely be kinetic as well. Can a sentient, soul-type of energy succeed in producing visual, audio, and motion output without any kind of interim conductor like a physical body or brain? Perhaps that is exactly what ghosts try to do, transforming one kind of kinetic energy to another.

			DETECTING GHOSTS

			In fact, some people do try to detect ghosts using a device called an EMF detector (electromagnetic field) or infrared motion sensor to pick up any changes in the surrounding magnetic field— a potential indication of an otherworldly presence disturbing the atmosphere’s equilibrium. Others lug around thermometers, night-vision goggles, dowsing rods, or Geiger counters to measure fluctuations in heat, light, or radiation. 

			I know a majority of the scientific community disregards all of this. I do too, even when watching ghost hunters on TV. There is no proof that any of the vibrations the detectors pick up is indicative of anything unnatural, although there does seem to be a rationale behind the attempts. It makes sense that a ghostly presence—if there is one—would be detected as an energy ripple of some kind. But from what I’ve seen of these devices, they get triggered very easily, such as with false readings near electrical outlets.

			I personally do my most vigorous eye rolling at mediums who claim to communicate with dead people. I guess I could open my mind a smidgen and admit that there may be real ones out there who are not quacks, but can genuinely intercept ghostly signals in a way that most of us can’t. Just as dogs or animals can perceive high-pitched sounds that we cannot. Maybe some people have the antenna to pick up such vibrations, and others do not.

			If verifiability is one of my proclaimed pillars of circumstantial evidence, I also have to admit that many batteries have been drained trying to prove the existence of ghosts in a documented way. This does count for something in my book, because most people don’t artificially make something up and spend hours pursuing it. Usually. Thousands of videos and photos have been taken of alleged ghostly apparitions in an attempt to capture and prove their presence.

			The television shows Ghost Hunters and Ghost Station ran in the US for many years, depicting paranormal investigators dramatically whispering “Did you hear that?!” in darkened hallways as they tried to capture visual and audible anomalies which may or may not have been evidence of the supernatural. Since shows are always in a battle for ratings, I’m not sure how much of it was spectral vs squeaky doors, but there have been many other seemingly genuine efforts.

			I’ve also had a few acquaintances over the years show me pictures they had taken during meditation or séance sessions, mysteriously capturing orb lights floating around.

			Unfortunately, as with pictures of their siblings—the UFOs—it’s hard to know what those blurry or floaty orb images truly depict. It’s possible to discount anything visible as being tricks of the camera and light, because similar distortions happen in everyday photos all the time. The audible portions of ghost videos have often been difficult to decipher as well.

			For me, the body of evidence offered so far by the paranormal paparazzi has been more intriguing than ironclad, because we’ve not been able to log anything to a solid degree. I do think EMF detectors, motion detectors, thermal imaging cameras, and other methods used on ghost-hunting expeditions might indicate something, but the experiences could also be one of confirmation bias, misjudgment, or some other kind of disturbance being picked up.

			It’s easy for people to whip themselves into a frenzy in certain situations. Around Y2K, when the whole world was worried that society might fall apart due to technology failings and computers gone wild, reports of ghost sightings apparently went up by a significant percent. The same was said to have happened during the COVID pandemic. There seems to be some correlation between panic or anxiety and the ability to see ghosts.

			Furthermore, while smudgy phantom photos from the past were already in doubt, in modern times we can’t trust them at all. Even if someone were to present a high-def, crystal-clear image, it could have been easily faked with a slew of editing apps.
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			ANECDOTES AS EVIDENCE

			Instead, you’d be surprised to find what sways me when it comes to the prospect of spirit squatters who refuse to leave our realm. I may not be as convinced by their photos, videos, and documentation per se, but I actually do tilt strongly towards believing in them. And the reason for this is … drumroll … a good old-fashioned, real-life, compelling ghost story, or what we call an ANECDOTE.

			Before we get into these anecdotes, let’s first address the varied perceptions regarding the effectiveness of a testimonial or humble anecdote when trying to support a point. They often get a bad rap. An anecdote is defined as a short story about a real person, thing, or event. Oftentimes, people give the side-eye to conclusions based off strings of testimonials or anecdotes, arguing that such accounts can never be fully corroborated, unlike those backed by something tangible. I will begin by conceding that the protest against the anecdote is fair to some extent—there is no reliable way to confirm whether the experience described by the person actually happened.
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			EVALUATING ANECDOTES

			For example, I know a few people in my South Asian community who claim to have run into ghosts. Not in an exaggerated I see dead people kind of way, but in the typical way one normally sees a ghost—in a house, at night, or somewhere that is thought to be haunted. Nothing unusual.

			Still, I know that many of these people are prone to superstitions and embrace this kind of thing from the get-go. So I don’t know whether to take them seriously or not. I mostly don’t because of their strong confirmation bias. Not that they are lying exactly, they could be telling the truth, but I personally can’t take their stories at face value without further proof.

			In contrast, I take more seriously the stories that an atheist friend of mine—who works as a scientist—told to me about an old home she was temporarily renting, which she feared was haunted. She narrated several incidents that started happening a few months after she moved in. One involved her necklace being laid out on the dresser while she showered (she has no kids, and her husband had been downstairs and swore he didn’t do it). The other was about an item on top of her night table being hurled across the bedroom at two or three in the morning with a loud bang, startling and waking up the both of them. There were a few other incidents she narrated about her cat getting scared or trapped in odd places, and other items being moved, which rattles me to this day. I remember her telling me that she never put any stock in the supernatural—she was an absolute atheist—until those incidents. All of the spooky incidents stopped once they found a home to purchase and moved out—the ghost didn’t seem to follow her. To this day, she still puzzles over whether there was some kind of explanation for all those mysteries. She didn’t fully concede it was a ghost then, or even now. But she said she has changed after those experiences and become very open to the possibility that there may be more for us once we die.

			In this case her story creeped me out—I remember coming home and not being able to relax at night for months afterwards. I can recall her words years later when I’m alone and wondering if I’ve heard some noise.

			I’ve heard a few others tell me about similar experiences, but out of all of them, hers was the most shocking. Perhaps it was due to her background and the objective, almost reluctant manner in which she related the details. Her story sounded authentic.

			So for me, not all anecdotes are the same. Some are more persuasive than others. Here is what I tell my atheist acquaintances in terms of how I view anecdotes of spiritual or religious experiences, and how I suspect others view them as well:

			At one end of the extreme is the blind-faith THEIST, someone who is easily swayed by anecdotes, many of which can be found in their holy books—the Bible or Gita, for example. Factually speaking, religious books are hearsay in the end. I respect holy books for whatever they teach that is good, but they are also known for stringing together assorted retellings of historical incidents and people, which may or may not have been real. So I would categorize ardent theists as individuals who tend to latch onto most, if not all, religious anecdotes.

			A hard-core ATHEIST is someone who may not acknowledge ANY spiritual anecdotes, no matter who is saying them or what they are about. If something cannot be proven by science or evidence, it is not tenable. In most cases that’s fair, but I have two staunch atheist friends to whom it probably wouldn’t matter if God himself came down and spoke to us. These two would most likely claim that the government put drugs in everyone’s water, and we were all being delirious together. I talked about this earlier in the chapter on circumstantial evidence. No matter how many anecdotes or how much evidence might be gathered in support of a particular concept, there are those who would dismiss all of them.

			Of course, moderate thinkers from these two camps also exist on the spectrum, as well as us AGNOSTICS. We usually like to be in the middle, like a godly Goldilocks. Having both theist and atheist viewpoints, we neither accept nor reject an anecdote at the outset. Instead, we might give more weight to certain anecdotes over others. It all depends on who is telling the story and what the narrative entails.

			An anecdote on a ghost sighting by a ya-ya theist friend—let’s call her Phoebe—who loves anything exotically woo-woo and adamantly believes in tarot cards, the Ouija board, left phalanges, or other superstitions? On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the most convincing, I’d probably rate her ghost encounter a 0. I’d be very dismissive of her story and not take it seriously at all—if I were to be completely honest.

			Similar recountings by a South Asian community member who is a doctor or scientist, but also very religious? Maybe a 1 or 2. It would be one of the many spiritual data points I collect and analyze, but it wouldn’t significantly change my thinking.

			An unearthly anecdote by a more rational friend who may not be as naive as the blind faith devotee, but says he is quite spiritual? His stories might warrant a 4.

			The stories from my atheist scientist friend, which have traumatized me to this day? A much heftier 8.

			Because you wouldn’t know my friends personally and have any way of judging the circumstances for yourself, I wouldn’t expect you to rank their narratives in the same way. In fact, I’d understand if you would assign them all a 0 on your personal Anecdote  Credibility Scale. Unless I know the storyteller myself, I would not be swayed by their tales of being haunted either.

			CELEBRITY ANECDOTES

			For that reason, let’s pivot to talking about the ghost stories of public figures instead. You and I may not know them personally, but we each have access to their background and views to some extent through the media. Their stories come with some familiarity with the storyteller.

			Of course, celebrities are just as capable of being gullible, overdramatic, or biased as the rest of us. So I don’t trust all of their stories. I mean no offense, but celebrities like Cher, Paula Abdul, or Demi Lovato, who nonchalantly claim to see or talk to ghosts regularly, don’t sound very convincing to me. They don’t appear alarmed enough at their own recollections. Their demeanor is the equivalent of Uh-oh, saw another ghost last night. Pass me the ketchup. I respect the fact that their stories may be true, but I personally am not able to take these otherwise lovely people at face value.

			I fail to be as swayed by someone like Oprah as well, though I think she is whip-smart, an exceptional speaker, and quite compelling overall. But when it comes to ghost stories, Oprah is someone who appears greatly inclined towards theism, and might exhibit confirmation bias when it comes to wanting to reinforce her own beliefs. On her show, she said a ghost came into her room in the middle of the night after first disturbing her guest in the next room. Apparently, her guest had a tendency to attract the spectral presence of dead people, and it happened to occur again when she stayed overnight at Oprah’s home. Oprah talked about how the apparition appeared to have first woken her friend during the night, then made its way over to Oprah’s room to say BOO! to her as well. Oprah spoke emphatically about having definitely seen a ghost.

			My antenna went up when I heard this. However, my problem with her story is that I don’t think she is all that inquisitive when it comes to these things. So despite my admiration for her impressive clarity of thought on a variety of subjects, I’d rate her not-so-friendly Casper story a 5 in terms of how much it has impacted my thinking on the topic of ghosts. It definitely moves my needle to some degree—it’s Oprah after all!—but not as much as someone else’s story might.

			A celebrity story I found more noteworthy was voiced by the musician Sting during one of his interviews. He described seeing a ghost in the middle of the night—at the same time as his wife Trudie. Both of them. Same apparition. Sting comes across as someone who is the skeptic he proclaims to be, genuinely shocked when he encountered a ghost. The fact that his wife saw the same thing (according to his telling of it), appears to negate the idea of a hallucination, unless, of course, they were both tripping together. It checks off the quantitative box for simultaneous witnesses as a kind of circumstantial evidence.

			Sting recalled the hauntings persisting for some time while he lived there, and then the house being sold repeatedly every few months after they left, probably because new owners also found it to be haunted and fled. He even claimed to be so scared, that he couldn’t bring himself to talk to the ghost and ask it to leave him alone, a solution that others say they have successfully tried.

			I’ll admit that I didn’t buy his entire story, because he seems to have stayed in that house even after finding smashed plates in the kitchen upon waking some mornings, amongst other such incidents. I would have thought that something like that would cause one to run screaming out of the house, never to return. I didn’t understand why he stayed there for some time, especially with his kind of money and ability to move. 
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			Adele (yes, the singer) was said to have hired a 24-hour bodyguard after finding a historic rental home “scary” and “creepy” and filled with strange noises. That would normally be the kind of jumpy response I would expect.

			Another Sting interview has him declaring that he didn’t mind living with ghosts, and while he doesn’t intellectually buy into them, emotionally he does. In a book written about him and his Catholic background, Sting says he is now an agnostic but does feel there may be some reality beyond this world.

			Ultimately, I don’t know what to make of his story—it’s all over the place. Regardless, he doesn’t seem to be the kind of person who would confess to it on national television without some basis. I cannot just assume it was a bad dream, he included his wife as a witness and alluded to numerous poltergeist incidents. I suspect he would be able to fill in the logic gaps if one sat down with him and asked him to explain things in detail.

			So based on the limited clues I gathered from his words and background, I would rate that story a 6, a step above Oprah’s. I found it more convincing, despite the contradictions.

			I don’t think I’ve come across any stories of a hardcore atheist celebrity seeing a ghost—if I did, their stories might rate an 8 or 9. Imagine if someone like Bill Maher, Sam Harris, or Neil deGrasse Tyson were to claim one fine day to have genuinely seen a ghost? Can you imagine a fire-breathing atheist like Maher showing up on TV with a scared expression on his colorless face, saying that he changes his mind about the afterlife because he swears he recently saw a real ghost? I’d be ordering a cross and some holy water by the time he finished his story. Something like that might rate up there at a 9 and turn me into a strong theist overnight. I’d still leave a 10% margin of doubt for the person having seen a mirage of some sort, but as long as they seemed lucid and authentic, it would massively shift my needle.

			I wish someone like Richard Dawkins would take one for the team and agree to stay in a haunted house or defunct asylum for a few months and help us put the debate to rest, once and for all. Because I’ve thought about it, but I’m too chicken to do so myself. Unfortunately, there do not seem to be any extreme atheists who are very interested in further exploring the spectral.

			We do have the late Antony Flew, a former atheist who conceded the possibility of there being an intelligent design. His late roundabout, after a lifetime of passionate atheism, had stirred up a ton of controversy. But even then he did not endorse the proposition of a traditional God or afterlife, and his views did not stem from a first-person paranormal experience. He changed his mind based on a gradual analysis of scientific research. While Flew’s flip-flop was a shock, it’s credible real-life encounters with ghosts that give me the bigger heebie-jeebies.

			In the absence of an ardent atheist ghost sighting that would make even the most dubious cynic take notice, there have been many other celebrities—Jennifer Lawrence, Matthew McConaughey, Keanu Reaves, Laura Linney, Jennifer Aniston—whose stories might not individually be a 9 or 10, but added on top of prior stories, help to create a big pile of circumstantial evidence that can’t be ignored. Many of them appear to be reasonable people and I cannot sweepingly discredit their claims. In fact, once I started digging, I was surprised by how many celebrity ghost stories there are online, one after the other after the other.

			TICKING EVERY BOX

			Interestingly, if we were to review the 7-point checklist I use on how to evaluate the soundness of circumstantial evidence, ghost sightings tick every single box. They have been reported by millions of people (statistical significance), across time (longevity), and across gender, age, culture, and geography (diversity). The haunted include skeptics, scientists, and celebrities (credibility). We have had numerous attempts by people trying to capture ghostly encounters via detectors, photos, and videos (verifiability). And there have been claims of multiple onlookers spotting a ghost at the same time (simultaneous witnesses).

			The last point on the list—consistency—is also checked off in spades. What I found interesting about so many of the testimonials is that there are numerous threads in common—apparitions, doors or cabinets being opened, objects being moved or thrown, water faucets turned to extreme hot or cold, ghosts wanting attention and calming down if spoken to, and the biggest one—houses that were old or saw violent deaths comprising the majority of these locations. In fact, I don’t recall a single ghost story I’ve heard in which the house was brand new. I’m sure there must be a few out there, but that speaks to how rare they are.

			Furthermore, London seems to be a big player when it comes to offering up a buffet of old haunted houses. I know London is the ideal gray and gloomy place to hang out if we are of the ghoul species, but I was genuinely surprised to hear the city mentioned so frequently in ghost incidents recounted online. Especially amongst the jet set celebrity crowd—who seem to make regular trips down to London for personal or professional reasons—the city appeared to pop up in roughly one of every five ghost stories, at least by my informal count. Adele, Miley Cyrus, Courtney Cox, Salma Hayek, Ewan McGregor, Jessica Chastain, Sting—all have mentioned being scared by a haunting in London. Look up their stories and see for yourself.

			ANECDOTE APATHY?

			You there, stop YAWNING! I understand that some of you reading this might be underwhelmed by a whole chapter talking about ghost stories. Many atheists and agnostics are. I had a dozen beta readers give me feedback on this book before I published, and one said that she wished I had focused more on EMF detectors and ghostbuster gangs, and how they might track down spirits. She said she was immune to people swearing they saw a ghost because it’s too common. Another found my rambling on about celebrities in this chapter to be irritating.

			I get it. I am immune to many ghost stories as well, but I don’t know why I’m so persuaded by a certain subset. I guess for me, the sheer quantity and quality of compelling anecdotes on this topic is unmatched, except, perhaps, by near-death experiences (NDEs). We don’t hear so many attention-grabbing stories of encounters with aliens, or remembering a past life, or an experience with ESP, or fortune-telling. These stories exist, especially in my culture, but I don’t find their narrators as convincing. I talk about celebrities in this chapter not because they are more remarkable than friends, family, or the average person, but because everyone can look up their interviews or research their background as a common point of reference.

			However, my initial belief in ghosts started from the passionate, detailed, and creepy testimonials of a few friends. I didn’t have room to mention every story here, but since I write and talk about existential topics regularly, people I know often share their thoughts on the same. When we know a person closely, and they swear they’ve had a run-in with a ghost, and we feel they are not someone who would make up or mistake that experience, it’s hard to ignore.

			I find that more persuasive than hearing that EMF detectors may sense ghosts through disturbances in energy fields. Of course that’s compelling too, and supports the view that soul energy—or rather ghoul energy—may exist once we pass on. All of these data points—documentation attempts, detection equipment, famous folklore, exorcisms, cleansings—they all add up. They are part of the heaping pile of indirect evidence that has helped budge my needle several notches.

			In fact, I’ve given this metaphysical clue the highest rating of all in terms of its impact on my thought process, at a solid 9 on the theism scale. I stop short of rating it a 10 because if ghosts were real, I’m not sure why so many people seem able to live with them. However, if even ONE of these tens of thousands of ghost stories told over hundreds of years has any kernel of truth to it, then that means there IS some kind of energy that lives on, even after our death.
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			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

			(5) Ghosts—theISM 9

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 9 -

			NDEs

			reason 6

			NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCES (NDEs), much like ghosts, just might be the universe’s sneak peek at what happens when our soul moves on to the after-party. And just like ghost stories, NDEs usually come to us secondhand via anecdotes. Unlike our direct experiences with free will and emotions, most of us have not had a personal run-in with a ghost or an NDE. (Which suits me just fine—I’ll pass on both, thank you very much!)

			Despite the lack of firsthand credentials, NDE stories intrigue us. As a kid, I remember thinking they were ironclad proof that God and heaven were real … which was super exciting to me because I would be going UP instead of DOWN when the time came.  Obviously :) What really sold me were the eerie consistencies across stories—patterns that seemed like more than sheer coincidence.

			These similarities include the brain or heart flatlining, the soul checking out and gliding through a tunnel towards a glorious light, a feeling of intense love and security radiating from that light, a heavenly meet-and-greet with luminous beings and dearly departed loved ones, a strong desire to stay, and then—surprise!—a voice gently insisting, “It’s not your time,” and shoomp, we’re back in our body. Some NDEs also come with a cinematic life review, or an out-of-body experience (OBE), where one can hear the ER staff gossiping with each other.
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			While most NDEs are heartwarming and euphoric, there have been a few that have involved a brush with something dark or hellish, or a meeting with Fluffy and other beloved pets instead of relatives. But by and large, NDEs share remarkable common ground. In fact, there is an NDE scale that has been developed by prominent professor and psychiatrist Bruce Greyson, who specializes in studying these experiences and has written extensively on them. His scale outlines 16 of their standard characteristics and asks the user to rank them in order to gauge their depth. Greyson and his equally curious colleagues have been fascinated by the potential of NDEs to give us a glimpse of an afterlife, and have spent a large part of their careers trying to gather the huge number of testimonials available and analyze the data. They have been able to confirm even more emphatically that near-death experiences are not imagined.

			As such, the debate has evolved. The key question is no longer whether NDEs happen (they do), but rather: what are they? Are they glimpses of a metaphysical reality? Or are they complex neurochemical events generated by a brain under extreme stress? In other words, we arrive at the classic crossroads: spirituality vs science. As usual, there is a set of arguments on both sides. Let’s step into the science corner first.

			NDEs AND SCIENCE

			⬇ NOT REALLY BRAIN-DEAD

			One of the most common objections to the premise of paranormal NDEs is that those who were able to recount events that happened while they were thought to have passed away during an operation, accident, or other traumatic event were not actually brain-dead. Brain death is usually characterized by three factors: a coma-like state where the EEG machine is flat, absence of brainstem reflexes in response to stimuli, and a lack of breathing.

			Critics argue that in some NDE cases, even with all the conditions met, the brain could still have been alive in a way that may not be measurable yet by our man-made equipment. They point out other cases of patients reviving after being declared dead, a larger category of which NDEs are just a subset. Kind of like the bad guy in a horror movie who seems dead but then comes back one last time to terrorize everyone. But more clinical in nature, and often termed the Lazarus effect, based on the story of Jesus raising Lazarus four days after he was declared dead.

			In addition, there has been speculation that the brain may take up to 48 hours after death to fully power off. So critics of NDEs may have a valid point that it’s possible patients are being declared dead or unconscious during surgery when they are not, and therefore their experiences are not near-death, but merely dreams or hallucinations they may be having while unconscious.

			⬇ HYPOXIA

			Hypoxia, or a lack of oxygen in the brain due to the process of dying, can also cause people to hallucinate or feel their surroundings start to disappear. This could explain things like seeing a narrow tunnel structure with a light at the end. Hypoxia may also explain the intense feeling of love that is experienced during an NDE, because reduced oxygen can cause pleasurable feelings of giddiness, floating, and arousal. The same effect can happen during activities such as deepwater diving, high-altitude climbing, paragliding, the choking or fainting game, or sexual asphyxiation.

			However, before you go looking to indulge in some heavenly hypoxic hobbies, note that symptoms of hypoxia also include inattentiveness, confusion, sluggishness, and memory loss, which are rarely reported by those who have had an NDE. Therefore, scientists have conceded that hypoxia may not be the reason for NDEs, at least by itself.

			⬇ KETAMINE

			Ketamine is an anesthetic that is often used in medical settings. When neurotoxicity is created in the brain, ketamine can bind to receptors and block them from being affected. Controlled doses can induce a ketamine trip, which can include feelings of calm, happiness, and extreme disassociation from one’s body, similar to that described in an NDE. (You may recall ketamine as the drug that Matthew Perry was taking to help him deal with his depression and addictions before he passed away.) However, not all NDEs involve situations where ketamine has been prescribed, so the drug might be an explanation for symptoms only some of the time.

			⬇ SEROTONIN AND DMT

			Another big theory is that mystical experiences like NDEs can result from psychedelic hallucinogens linked to the neurotransmitter called serotonin. They can include psilocybin (the active ingredient in magic mushrooms), LSD, DMT (nicknamed the “Spirit Molecule”), and 5-MeO-DMT (aka the “God Molecule”). I’ve been a non-hypoxic, non-chemical-enhanced fuddy duddy all my life—I don’t even drink wine—but growing up in the 70s, 80s, and 90s, I remember hearing about wild parties where these substances were popular. Hallucinogens can cause out-of-body (OBE) floating sensations, tunnel vision, euphoria, trips to another world, seeing a bright light, and many of the other symptoms of NDEs.

			DMT in particular is something that is cited by critics when discounting NDEs. DMT is a naturally occurring brain chemical that can cause hallucinatory and euphoric experiences similar to those in NDEs. Studies have been done to simulate NDEs using controlled DMT. In one such study, DMT was given to those who had never had an NDE. Afterwards, this group responded to the same questionnaire given to NDE patients. A significant number of participants scored just as high as confirmed NDErs, reporting similar experiences of OBEs and strange figures.

			It has even been theorized that the brain releases large amounts of DMT right near death, which can cause events like our life flashing before our eyes. However, the release of DMT near death has never been directly observed and therefore remains a theory.

			⬇ GAMMA WAVES

			Similar to the DMT theory, a study also showed the possibility of a surge in brain activity, as measured by gamma waves, in the seconds before and after death. Gamma waves are a heightened pattern of brain oscillations that have traditionally been thought to be connected to conscious states such as learning, problem-solving, memory, and meditation. When the study was published in 2016, it created quite a stir with the media because it was a puzzle as to why a dying brain would suddenly go through a swell of lucid activity at the time of death. As with DMT, there was speculation that dying patients might be seeing their life’s highlight reel.

			There are similar contradictions that occur near death, such as when a person has a sudden increase in energy, becomes ravenously hungry, or when a dementia patient recovers their memory right before they pass away. It’s speculated that the brain may be aware of its impending death and goes through certain experiences as it attempts to rally itself in a last-ditch effort to stay alive. This might involve the release of gamma waves. However, even if these waves ARE released right before death, we don’t know what a person is truly experiencing during this final mental fireworks show.

			⬇ FLOATING PHOTONS

			Another theory, which attempts to explain only the bright-light aspect of NDEs, proposes that an overproduction of free radicals and overexcited molecules in parts of the visual system during a medical crisis can result in a temporary increase in luminescent photons that may appear to mimic the bright light seen in NDEs.

			⬇ BLENDING OF REM AND NON-REM STATES

			When the blissful state of deep sleep is rudely interrupted—such as when someone is jerked awake by a scary dream and hasn’t had time to resurface from deep REM (almost like a scuba diver coming up too quickly for air, without time for oxygen acclimatization)—the body is not fully aware of its surroundings and can become disoriented or hallucinate. They may even feel that there is someone else in the room or have an OBE—a phenomenon often referred to as sleep paralysis. We talk about sleep paralysis more in an upcoming chapter. Those who have experienced REM intrusion have been shown to be more prone to having NDEs.

			⬇ G-LOC AND MANIPULATING THE BRAIN

			Dr. Olaf Blanke, a Swiss neurologist, has shown that when the temporal parietal areas are disrupted—a region of the brain just above our ears—a feeling akin to an OBE can be triggered. The brain perceives itself to be floating around somewhere separate from the rest of its body. This might be due to the parietal lobe being responsible for spatial perception.

			NDE-like experiences can also be induced through G-force training that pilots endure to be able to withstand high pressures when flying. (There are some fascinating videos online showing their very graphic reactions, but please watch out of academic —rather than morbid—curiosity!) When planes undergo rapid acceleration or turns, gravity can yank blood away from the brain, causing a loss of consciousness, or G-LOC (G-force induced loss of consciousness). Pilots have reported symptoms similar to those of a traditional NDE, including tunnel vision, euphoria, floating away, and memories flashing through one’s mind.

			But G-LOC-induced NDEs seem to differ in a few ways. They can involve greetings from living family and friends, not just those who are deceased. Not as much reference is made to meeting a divine entity or wanting to cross over. Life reviews are rare. G-LOC NDEs are described as less vivid than clinical ones, and don’t seem to be as life-changing either. Overall they rate lower on the 16-point Greyson Scale for many factors.

			So, as with other explanations, neither G-LOC nor brain manipulation can fully mimic the NDEs experienced by real patients. However, G-LOC near-death experiences have been found to get somewhat close in many respects, which once again begs the question of whether the brain has evolved a protective mechanism to help it cope when it is severely disturbed or dying.

			⬇ OUT-OF-BODY NOT PROVEN YET

			The sensation of floating out of one’s body has been attributed to many of the theories we just discussed—from hypoxia, to psychedelic chemicals, to gamma waves zapping around the brain. Science remains unimpressed by the speculation that people can actually astral-project their way into doing things not typically possible while technically brain-dead. They dismiss patients’ claims of having witnessed a nurse gossiping in another room, or a surgeon operating on another floor, even when their doctors have attested to these claims as being true.

			Critics are especially demanding here because OBEs are supposed to be the most testable element of an NDE. Anything experienced IN body can always be dismissed as a hallucination or biological response. We have no way of verifying either way what a patient has gone through mentally. But if the patient were to say, “While clinically dead, I saw the janitor mop the third-floor hallway in a haphazard zig-zag pattern,” that’s something that could be investigated, both by science and housekeeping. And yet, definitive proof has remained elusive.

			The holy grail in this field would be a verifiable, undeniable, OUT-of-body sighting—something so crisp and obvious that it shuts down skeptics worldwide. Therefore, there have been many well-funded attempts to do so by some very prominent doctors and scientists.

			⬇ AWARE STUDIES BY SAM PARNIA

			One such official, high-profile attempt has been made by Sam Parnia, an MD, PhD, and professor of medicine at NYU Langone. Over the past decades, he has pioneered two intricate large-scale studies to test whether a genuine OBE can result from an NDE. His groundbreaking efforts were named AWARE I and II (Awareness during Resuscitation).

			This project followed hundreds of cardiac arrest patients across multiple hospitals in hopes of finally proving a real OBE. The proposal was simple: place hidden objects—pictures, symbols, things we’d never casually notice—above eye level, or even on entirely different floors. Then wait for a revived patient who experienced an NDE to report them.

			The results? Nobody spotted the test objects. Patient testimonies often included dramatic details like, I saw the surgeon’s hands inside my chest cavity, or I was hovering above the operating table. But the strategically placed mystery items went entirely unmentioned.

			This is not wholly surprising. Defenders of the study pointed out that not every NDE includes an OBE, and even if it did, the patient’s astral self might simply have stayed near the operating table or floated off in the wrong direction. An OBE may have genuinely occurred during these experiments, but because the patients may have missed mentioning the specific object placed by the researchers, the OBE was not verified.

			Despite not being able to find the smoking gun, AWARE I gathered enough intriguing testimony to convince the scientific establishment to fund AWARE II. That in itself is impressive—prestigious hospitals like NYU Langone don’t let just anyone interact with their patients. Yet when the second study wrapped up in 2023, the conclusion was largely the same: womp womp.

			⬇ CULTURAL REFERENCES

			Critics have also pointed out that the celestial beings people encounter during NDEs look suspiciously familiar. Mainly, they resemble whatever higher power the patient already believed in. For example, there are mostly reports of Christian-like NDEs experienced by those living in the West. There are also more Christian NDEs than any other in the world—we don’t hear about them as often from atheists, Buddhists, Hindus, Sikhs, Jews, or Muslims. They do exist, but are significantly fewer in number.

			Investigations have been done over the years on why, and one conclusion was that some cultures are quite dogmatic in their faith and might discourage followers from free-form storytelling about anything that deviates from the official script. For example, some religions would strongly frown upon describing the bright light in an NDE as something holy or reminiscent of a creator. Others would not approve of the implication that death may have partially occurred. They say that the exact moment of death is predestined, and either one is dead or they are not. No fifty shades of death allowed.

			Other suggestions were that certain cultures are more confident in their views, and need less reassurance of an afterlife than those in the West. Or that Westerners may simply be more talkative and open about their life experiences (we’re chatty McFatties). Another theory was that some countries may not have the advanced medical technology as readily available to revive someone after vital signs have ceased.

			Many of these studies attempted to review the NDE stories from other cultures for any perceived differences. Although they are rare, a few Muslim NDEs have been chronicled. One of the more famous was by a Pakistani physician, Amjad Ali Jaffri, who published multiple reports of his NDE in the Urdu magazine Al Balagh, the first appearing in June 2001. These reports contained some interesting nuances as compared to classic NDE accounts. Dr. Jaffri claimed he was handed ten rules, which included guarding the laws of God, and only engaging in halal activities and food, all Muslim cultural references. Another NDE patient, an Iraqi colonel, said that he was questioned on why he was not keeping up with the multi-prayer schedule prescribed for good Muslims on a daily basis. Still others have described seeing a mosque or other Islamic symbols during their visions.

			A few Hindu NDE stories have also been reported, and similar to Muslim ones, they feature their own unique cast and script. The God of Death (Yamraj), or his underlings (Yamdoots), often appear to inform the patient that their arrival was a clerical error—they had been brought by mistake, and someone else was supposed to be in their place. Sometimes they would do this after checking a list and noting that the person’s name was not on it. (Ummm … not okay.  The erring Yamdoot needs a boot!)

			This was seen to be a significant contrast to Western NDEs, which are usually missing a specific reason for why patients are told to come back, other than a generic “It’s not your time yet.” In addition, there was more contact with God’s messengers in Hindu NDEs, whereas in Western NDEs deceased relatives might have more stage time. It was speculated that Hindus have strongly ingrained perceptions of palmistry, horoscopes, and predestiny, leading them to attribute end-of-life messages to more supreme sources than casual family or friends. (As someone who grew up Hindu, that sounds exactly right.)

			 NDEs in Thailand also showed a difference from those in the West, with different visions of hell or heaven, and occasional references to making donations to Buddhist monks or temples.

			The conclusion drawn from all these variances was that NDEs generally fulfill the individual’s expectation of what they will experience at death based on teachings from their religion and culture. There are many consistencies across NDEs in terms of experiencing the afterworld or facing an end-of-life decision on whether to stay or leave—but oftentimes the specifics of those experiences are shaped by what our neurons already have in their files.

			 I find this point important because it makes me wonder if these NDEs are simply products of the brain knowing it’s dying, and going into its programmed belief system. Just like our nighttime dreams often reflect suppressed thoughts or memories we may have forgotten about, so may do-it-yourself NDEs be triggered when the body and brain are going through acute stress and assume the end is near. The feeling of returning back to one’s body by traveling through a narrow tunnel might be the feeling that one is coming back to consciousness. I am someone who often has to go to the bathroom at night, and I can’t tell you how many times I’ve dreamed of looking for a bathroom or working toilet, only to finally wake up and realize I have to go in real life. Thank God I’m potty-trained.
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			Dreams often mimic reality. Perhaps NDEs ARE due to the brain trying to cope with death, and perhaps that’s why there is no uniform experience across all NDEs, but differing ones based on indoctrination.

			⬇ SUMMARY OF ARGUMENTS AGAINST NDEs

			The cultural differences amongst NDEs is one of the strongest reasons I am torn when it comes to the topic. I find the atheist argument persuasive that NDEs may be explainable as subjectively influenced dreams of a brain that is aware it is dying. Gamma waves, brain region disturbance, chemicals, hallucinations, and hypoxia may also be valid contributors to the NDE experience.

			And yet …

			None of these factors manages to negate this clue entirely. There remain uncanny similarities across all NDEs that transcend creed, geography, and medical context. These stubborn commonalities and the lack of a single, unifying, scientific explanation for all of this keep me from dismissing the occurrence as purely neurological.

			So while the arguments against supernatural NDEs have pushed my ISM needle closer to doubtful, I can’t quite tip it all the way. I’m undecided on whether NDEs are the brain’s deathbed dreams or genuine indications of another realm. Let’s take a look now at some of the thought-provoking points in FAVOR of them.

			NDEs AND SPIRITUALITY

			⬆ ATHEIST NDEs CAN BE POWERFUL TOO

			I was surprised to learn that atheists have been documented to also have NDEs that include meetings with a higher power. Since NDEs often display religious biases, as we just discussed, I would expect atheists to not be greeted by anything at all. They are normally dismissive of any kind of afterlife. While atheist NDEs don’t include mentions of Christian deities or other religious figures greeting them, many confess to having seen a bright, loving source of light, sometimes blue, sometimes white, along with their dead relatives and other factors consistent with an NDE. Given their prejudice against such kinds of experiences, I usually find their testimonies quite persuasive (unless they have an ulterior motive, as we’ll discuss shortly).

			In fact, I think it’s interesting to note that when atheists do have NDEs, it has sometimes caused them to question their prior beliefs. In 1988, Alfred J. Ayer, an English philosopher who many referred to as the most famous atheist alive before his death in 1989, confessed to having had an extremely vivid NDE at a London hospital. He was admitted for pneumonia, then choked on some salmon he was served as a patient. He suffered a loss of oxygen and went into cardiac arrest for almost four minutes before he was revived. He wrote about the experience in an article published in The Sunday Telegraph in 1988. It was not a typical NDE in that he saw a blinding red light instead of blue or white, and he felt a sharp pain anytime he tried to turn away from the light. The part that was most telling was that he did feel the red light was responsible for governing the universe, and he recollects that it had two ministers, who were also in charge. It’s intriguing to me that atheists can have NDEs that include a higher power—just like theists—despite their rejection of such an entity.

			In his article, Ayer talked about the possibility that the NDE was a hallucination. But he ended his column by saying that his experiences have slightly weakened my conviction that my genuine death, which is due fairly soon, will be the end of me, though I continue to hope that it will be. They have not weakened my conviction that there is no God. This kind of reluctant concession is far more persuasive to me than “I saw the light, and now I’m on a book tour” testimonials.

			Which brings us to the testimony of Dr. Eben Alexander, which I found to be sketchy. Dr. Alexander was a supposed agnostic scientist who had an NDE and suddenly proclaimed there is a God. He talked about it constantly on TV and in lectures. He wrote the bestselling Proof of Heaven. I didn’t really trust his story, though it first caught my attention because he was a former neurosurgeon who spent fifteen years teaching at Harvard Medical School. However, I found it full of grandiose, contradictory claims that did not feel authentic, similar to another bestseller, Heaven is for Real. I suspect that some people exaggerate such dramatic, spiritual flip-flops in order to peddle books or be famous. Humans of all types can be greedy little buggers.

			In stark contrast, Ayer mostly leaned atheist until the end, so his confession did not seem like it was purposely done for shock value. He just said that after his NDE, he became slightly more open to the prospect of life after death. In fact, this is exactly what my scientist friend said when she spooked me with her haunted-house story. She remained a skeptic, but not as strongly as before. I can relate to that completely, and found Ayer’s change in thinking to also be very compelling. As I mentioned in the Ghosts chapter, certain atheists and cynics who begrudgingly admit to having had an otherworldly experience do succeed in budging my needle with their turnarounds.

			⬆ THE VISUALLY IMPAIRED HAVE NDEs

			Equally arresting are reports from the blind—particularly those blind from birth—who can recount clear visual details from their NDEs. Having never seen a person, object, or place in the real world, they were able to accurately describe physical details of deceased friends and family they had met during their journey, or describe the operating room and doctors working on them during surgery. A book titled Mindsight: Near-Death and Out-of-Body Experiences in the Blind was published in 2008 on this topic.

			Critics of the book point out that the stories included in the book are all anecdotal, which is to be expected. And unfortunately, NDE reports from the blind are few in number. But if any of them are true, that means that NDEs do transcend our physical experiences in this world.

			⬆ TEMPTATION TO STAY

			One of the most common aspects of an NDE is the patient’s feeling that they are experiencing something beautiful, happy, and safe. We’ve discussed how some of this might be explained away as hallucinations, or the release of gamma waves or serotonin. But I don’t think it’s so easy to dismiss such distinct experiences with that broad sweep. Even with endorphins being released, let’s not forget that a person is dying. It’s not a pleasant situation, biologically speaking. The heart is often seizing, oxygen is cutting off, there could be pressure, squeezing, nausea, and sweating. Given these symptoms, NDEs could very well involve pain, suffocation, darkness, panic, or a myriad of possibilities from which one would want to escape. There have been a few reported NDEs involving negative feelings, but the number is disproportionately low in comparison to how many positive NDEs there are. (Depending on the study, negative NDEs typically comprise only 2 to 15% of the sample.)

			What’s even more surprising is that not only are a majority of NDEs positive despite the body deteriorating, they are SO pleasurable that oftentimes the person DOES NOT WANT TO COME BACK. Many have reported wanting to stay permanently in the presence of the bright, divine light they encounter, instead of having to return back involuntarily to their physical bodies.

			Given how hard people struggle to fight an illness like cancer, or stay alive during an accident or survival challenge, it seems odd that people would be so ready to give it all up when near death. Aren’t most humans programmed to want to live, rather than die? Isn’t that what the strong survival instinct, what fight or flight is all about? In some ways, I find it confusing that we don’t hear about near-death patients arguing with the bright light about NOT wanting to leave their spouse or children still living in the world. I’m surprised they aren’t pleading with the bright light about needing to still raise their kids or do things in life, and asking to be sent back. Instead, we hear the opposite happen—NDE patients talk about not being allowed to stay, even when they wanted to. About reluctantly being escorted to their body by a dead—but kind—bouncer and forced to jump back in. Wanting to kick the bucket—instead of finishing the bucket list—appears to go against the survival instinct we normally see in play so vociferously.

			
				
					[image: A muscular young man in the form of an angel dressed in white speaks to a dejected woman in a hospital gown resembling the author. Behind the angel, a bouncer guards the gates of heaven. In the background, the woman's body lies in a hospital bed next to a flatlining monitor. The angel is telling her she must return to her body because it is not yet her time to die.



]
				

			

			Steve Jobs’s sister published a tribute to him in The New York Times and said that his last words were “OH WOW. OH WOW. OH WOW.” According to his wife, Thomas Edison allegedly said, “It’s very beautiful over there.” This does not seem like a basic biological reaction, no matter how many endorphins are bouncing around. All of these vibrant stories—if they are true—sound like a reaction to something irresistibly tempting in a realm at the other end.

			⬆ DIVINE FORCE

			And how is it that the bright, loving presence at the end appears to be some kind of guiding light or deity, rather than a general happy place to be? Why isn’t that NDE destination at the end of the tunnel a favorite beach, pool, mountain, or resort? Why do so many NDEs consist of a dynamic light that seems to have some kind of authority? As we noted, even Ayer—the atheist whose heart stopped for four minutes during a choking episode—said that the bright red light he experienced seemed like it was regulating the entire universe. He said that one of his friends, whom he spoke to about the experience, had also had an episode involving an NDE and a governing red light. That’s a pretty specific experience to have, rather than a random hallucination due to oxygen deprivation. Why is this light not compared to something more secular, like firecrackers or a huge bonfire?

			It’s interesting to note that even the few negative NDEs that have been reported don’t involve unpleasant biological experiences like suffocation, or hallucinations about being robbed, or something more earthly. Instead, they too describe otherworldly encounters, albeit with demonic entities, or grotesque human and animal forms, or figures moaning in pain, consistent with paintings that try to depict hell. Why do a majority of NDEs—including those by atheists—seem spiritual or non-secular in nature?

			⬆ MAINLY THE DEAD

			Furthermore, why are the loved ones who greet the NDE traveler usually deceased instead of alive? The tunnel lineup could have included one’s still-healthy family and friends, to whom one might want to say goodbye and express how much they are loved and will be missed. Or it could have included a wronged ex-spouse or enemy coworker with whom the departing soul wants to make final amends. Just as we often resolve issues or feed off our daily activities in our nightly dreams, I would think a medically-attributed NDE hallucination—involving a brain that knows it’s dying—would naturally default to something similar, eg, a cathartic connection with the still living.

			Instead, near-death encounters are typically with long-gone grandparents, miscarried siblings, former pets, or other beloved deceased—also meaningful, but clearly involving souls from another time-space. In fact, there have been alleged instances where the patient did not learn about their miscarried brother or sister until the NDE. This appears less scientific and more spiritual to me, because it doesn’t seem that our brain would consistently be inclined to go down that one fork in the road if the NDE was mainly medical.

			In fact, many NDEs invoke a crossing of some sort. In Ayer’s experience, he recalls trying to cross a river and succeeding after two attempts. Other NDEs talk about approaching borders or boundaries that divide one world from the next. Seeing dead loved ones and borders between domains is telling, in my eyes, because it genuinely seems to point to another realm. If an NDE was just a random hallucination, why wouldn’t we hear about meeting a more diverse mix of dead and living relatives? As I asked earlier, why don’t we hear stories of the dying desperately begging forgiveness from the people they wronged in their lives—perhaps a childhood classmate they bullied—in fear of soon being judged for their sins? Despite any jokes to the contrary, I would be worried about my fate in the afterlife if I knew I was headed there. (Speaking of … I’m sorry Ketan! I was so mean! I used to swoosh an imaginary spray wherever he touched to sanitize his imaginary germs, especially doorknobs. In the 3rd grade. True story. No, I did not like him, I just thought he had cooties.)

			I am pretty sure my brain would want to connect to my LIVING friends, family, and those I have hurt FIRST if it thought it was on its way up through a tunnel towards a governing light. Why do we not hear about these kinds of mixed experiences?

			The fact that those who describe NDEs almost always mention interacting with beings who have ALREADY passed away—forsaking other natural inclinations—makes it seem more likely that the patient is genuinely visiting a dimension that is no longer for the living.

			⬆ LIFE REVIEW

			While childhood bully victims are not usually in the tunnel during an NDE, there IS one way that NDE patients appear to connect with those they are leaving behind. 10 to 30% report having a life review as they are passing, with a flashback of different episodes from their life, often starting with childhood, as if watching a movie from the audience.

			I’ve read a few descriptions of these panoramic life montages, and they can be touching. They are not just passive viewings of sequential events. Most patients reported intense feelings of sorrow or introspection about all they had accomplished in their lives, especially when they learned about people they had inadvertently hurt, or the effect their actions had on others. They were able to feel the actual emotions of the souls they had affected, good or bad. (KETAN! sniff) I’m not able to do justice to the depth of feeling that seems to pour out of these people after one of these moral audits, so I’m just going to paraphrase their striking claims here:

			My life review was not a highlight reel, it was an immersion. I found myself stepping back into every moment I had ever lived—each thought, each word, and each deed. I experienced the impact of what I’d done, as if I had been standing inside the hearts and minds of everyone I had ever touched, even in passing.

			Nothing was too small to matter. A careless comment carried the sting I never realized I’d caused. A kindness I’d forgotten lit up the space around me like a lantern. Even moments I had dismissed as trivial unfolded into intricate webs of consequence I had never imagined.

			I had never realized that everything we put out into the world carries on, rippling out in waves, as if it has a life of its own. The experience made it clear that we’re all moving through a shared ocean of energy, composed of the waves and residue of everyone’s choices. And whether we notice it or not, we’re each accountable for the quality of what we contribute. The realization humbled me beyond words.

			
				
					[image: A woman resembling the author experiences a near-death life flashback under the bright light of heaven. She sees visions of herself hugging someone, eating ice cream, bullying a young kid in school, eating a cupcake, graduating, eating pie, and working on a laptop. She looks sad as she remembers bullying the child, with a speech bubble saying, "I'm sorry, Kaythan."]
				

			

			⬆ OUT-OF-BODY REPORTS

			Despite researchers’ inconclusive but meticulous efforts to pin down out-of-body experiences (OBEs), we can’t dismiss them completely. There have been many doctors and nurses who have confirmed that their patients were able to see or hear things that they shouldn’t have been able to while unconscious or clinically dead. Patients were able to tell the doctor what tool he was holding, what he was wearing, and in some cases, embarrassing things he might have said. They were able to recount things that happened deep in the middle of surgery. According to some testimonies, patients experiencing NDEs were even able to go on floaty hospital tours, reporting sightings of contents on another floor.

			While there may be some dubious bestsellers on the topic, OBEs have largely been communicated to the world as part of well-documented, sober NDE testimonials, where medical professionals became inadvertent witnesses and were as surprised as anyone by what had occurred. That’s exactly why so many in the world of science were willing to pour resources into the AWARE studies. Even though we don’t have the smoking gun yet on OBEs, the number of reported incidents over time, and the number of reputable professionals who attest to those incidents, are noteworthy.

			⬆ EXPERIENCE DOES NOT DIMINISH

			A 2017 study from the University of Virginia looked into an interesting question: if the brain is supposedly circling the drain during a near-death experience, how does it manage to produce such razor-sharp memories of it? To test whether NDEs were just the brain’s imaginative fireworks show, researchers asked 122 people to compare memories of their NDEs with memories of both real AND imagined events from the same time period. The finding  was that NDEs were remembered with more vividness and detail than either. The published paper described it as realer than real.

			Ayer said that about his experience as well. Many of the events that happened right after he choked, while medical staff were working on him, were hazy. But he can distinctly recall his meeting with the red light, its two governing ministers, and how he felt, even today. Dr. Bruce Greyson talked about this extensively in his publishings, including an interview he gave to Newsweek in 2021. He said that even patients who are in their 90s will say that they can remember the NDE as if it happened yesterday.

			⬆ CHANGED PERSONALITIES

			One of the most striking aftershocks of an NDE is the magnitude of change it can effect. For many, it becomes a hinge moment in life—there’s before the tunnel and after the tunnel. Greyson wrote about this in an article he published in The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease in September of 2022. He said that many seem to come back happier, with a diminished fear of death. They will often switch professions, such as a military officer who can no longer perpetuate violence and prefers a more charitable career. Daily habits may shift, where a person now abstains from smoking, drinking, or eating meat. Others may no longer care about the small things that used to bother them.

			Not all transformations invoke Hallmark. Greyson also cited negative repercussions, where two partners grow apart after the affected individual goes in a new emotional direction, disrupting a marriage. Surviving serious medical surgery might cause some of these changes, but many of these transitions seem quite radical and indicative of a more life-altering event.

			⬆ STRONG CIRCUMSTANTIAL EVIDENCE

			As I alluded to in the chapter on circumstantial evidence, I find NDEs to fit many of its parameters in both quantity and quality. In terms of simultaneous witnesses, we obviously can’t have two people experience the same NDE, but as we discussed, there have been chronicles of multiple people—the patient, doctor, or nurse—verifying the same out-of-body experience resulting from an NDE. Regarding statistical significance, or the number of incidents noted, NDEs have been reported in spades. We have tens of thousands of archived stories.

			In terms of quality of evidence, NDEs meet the criteria of longevity. It is estimated that an NDE was referenced as far back as 1505 in Hieronymus Bosch’s painting The Ascent of the Blessed. In addition, a French military physician in 1740 recorded a case of an NDE in his book Anecdotes de Médecine.

			NDEs include diversity in that testimonies have come from all ages, genders, and cultures. There is credibility in that many    atheists, scientists, doctors, and other skeptics have had near-death experiences or witnessed their patients going through one. We also have an incredible amount of resources from the scientific and medical community devoted to their verifiability. Substantial attempts have been made to officially corroborate these NDEs, the AWARE studies being just one example. And the most important of all of these factors is their astonishing consistency, with NDE stories having multiple characteristics in common.

			All SEVEN of the factors I use to evaluate circumstantial evidence, both in quantity and quality, seem to apply to NDEs in full force.

			CONCLUSION

			NDEs used to be a stronger theist clue for me when I was younger. Back then I had not studied them in depth, instead learning about their wonders through the media and mainstream. Over time, as I read science’s explanations for why they may occur, and more about how the brain works, my perception of NDEs as a mystical experience was somewhat diluted. I understood that the brain could know that it’s dying and create this dream as a way to cope. I understood that it could be a physical reaction involving hallucinations or gamma waves. I found it telling that we can induce near-death experiences by putting pilots through G-LOC training. Learning about the cultural differences between NDEs reported by Christians versus Hindus or Muslims also put a large dent in their credibility as something godly.

			However, after going through this exhaustive list of reasons that can be made for and against NDEs being supernatural in nature, in the end, I continue to lean theist on this topic. I just don’t find any ONE scientific explanation sufficient for the numerous coincidences and consistencies—which are specific and spooky—across thousands of NDE reports. Despite all the hucksters pretending to have had one to make a quick buck, I find that most NDE stories, and their mostly non-famous storytellers, pass the smell test. I’ve read enough descriptions to get a sense that the feelings and words pouring out of NDE patients have some kind of genuine origin, subsequent copycats notwithstanding.

			We discussed how an electron can absorb light energy through collision with a photon, and climb up the orbits in an atom to a higher level. However, that higher, excitable energy state is unstable and harder to maintain. It’s easy for the electron to discharge light energy and fall back down again towards the nucleus. In the same way, I wonder if NDEs are showing us that our souls can travel through a tunnel towards a brighter orbit full of light and more energy, one that is not mired down by the nucleus’s gravitational pull on baser instincts and physical bodies, where matter prevails over energy, and sensory over spiritual. Some of us may not be able to sustain ourselves yet at higher orbits, so we return down to a lower level where it’s less volatile and easier to be. Where we have more work to do—as the heavenly bouncers often explain—before we are ready to go back up.

			
				
					[image: An atom diagram where ascending orbitals represent an order of enlightenment. Orbit 1 (0 to 15 ergs) shows plants. Orbit 2 (15 to 45 ergs) shows animals, represented by an ape. Orbit 3 (45 to 75 ergs) shows humans, represented by a middle-aged, bald "Joe Schmo" in a sweater vest. Orbit 4 (75 to 100 ergs) shows angels, represented humorously by a middle-aged "Aunt Bertha" figure with a large nose. Orbit 5 (100+ ergs) shows the bright, luminescent light of heaven.]
				

			

			Perhaps NDEs are a preview of the kind of light that awaits us when we can finally shed our attachments to our physical bodies, and their constant demands for sensory stimulation. Perhaps there exists a realm where we can mingle with other soul energies in one big, loving embrace. In that place, there seem to be no boundaries of body, race, class, or culture—just a final border that we can cross to join whatever is on the other side.

			NDEs appeal to me as a compelling cosmic sign backed by strong circumstantial evidence, and while I may have given the clue a 9 in earlier years, it still rates today at a hefty 8 on my ISM scale.
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			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

			(5) Ghosts—theISM 9

			(6) NDEs—theISM 8

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 10 -

			Past Lives

			reason 7

			IN THE LAST CHAPTER, we saw how NDEs might be indicative of what realms exist in our afterlife once we’re gone. In this chapter, we are going to reverse direction and look at the possibility of the soul having had a past life before we were born.

			POPULAR CONCEPT IN SOME CULTURES

			Some of my favorite Bollywood movies growing up were about past lives and reincarnation. For those who have never been treated to an Indian film on the topic, you’re missing out! There were so many gems in the 70s, 80s, and 90s, where a poor wronged soul would be mercilessly beaten and killed in a prior avatar, then come back rich, handsome, and powerful in his next life and take revenge! His past-life bullies would have grown older but still be recognizable to him, and they would know who he was as well (because, of course, he’d look exactly the same when he came back, just younger and better).

			There were stories where a couple was not allowed to be together in a prior life due to Romeo-and-Juliet-type issues, leading to honor-killing deaths or suicide. They would then be reborn into new avatars, where they finally got to reunite and live happily ever after. Or a mother would await her slain offspring, going insane in an asylum while chanting “my son will be back, my son will be back.” She would eventually get reunited with the reincarnation of her son, only to die with a triumphant smile in his arms once he was back.

			There was even an Indian version of the movie Ghost, except that the Patrick Swayze equivalent who dies was reborn as a fly, and able to save his beloved human girlfriend from the villain’s evil clutches by doing pesky, cute, insect shenanigans. (It’s even named similarly to Ghost—the movie was called Makkhi, which means fly.) It’s hilarious, when he is trying to build up his tiny fly biceps he uses Q-tips as barbells to bench press, and then he uses a small, sharp sewing needle to torture the villains.

			
				
					[image: A fly with bulgy eyes strikes various funny poses. In one post he stands proud and aggressive with a sewing needle which he used to torture the villain, another shows him flexing his bicepts, and another bench-pressing a giant Q-tip.]
				

			

			Indian culture is rich with movies, books, superstitions, and references to past and future lives. If an Indian is cheated of money, they might soothe themselves by saying, “I must have owed him something from a past life, that’s why he robbed me in this one.” Hindu marriage rituals involve tying a couple together with a strong metaphysical knot, for this lifetime and seven more—seven being considered a lucky number. If someone has extraordinary good luck that no one thinks the person deserves, they will say, “He must have accumulated great karma in his past life, that’s why he is enjoying so much now.”

			Other cultures make reference to reincarnation and past lives too. The Dalai Lama is supposed to be the incarnation of the Lama from a prior life. Christianity has Jesus rising up from the dead. African, Greek, Egyptian, and numerous other cultures, past and present, incorporate the prior and continued existence of a soul.

			Despite all this, it seems to me that this particular topic isn’t very talked about in the West. As someone who straddles both cultures—I was born and live in the US, but also visit family in India—we seem to hear more about NDEs, haunted houses, and even exorcisms in the West. Whereas in Eastern culture, people talk more about past or future lives than NDEs specifically. For Indians, it’s less I almost died and more I already died three times.

			 Most of my relatives in India respond with blank stares when I broach the topic of NDEs. I won’t say that they are totally unheard of—the resident editor of The Hindu in Mumbai, Sachin Kalbag, published an article on his own NDE experience in August of 2016. But those kinds of media mentions are few and far between.

			It’s important to mention this because I don’t think the scenario of someone remembering their past life is any more preposterous than someone claiming to have had an NDE. Unfortunately, some ideas get more dismissed than others because much of the scientific research on such phenomena is done in the West, where NDEs are more studied and mentioned than past-life experiences. Eastern cultures don’t often go about trying to prove the existence of ghosts or past lives because they are accepted as facts. They don’t have many prominent atheists or agnostics trying to stir the pot.

			Of course, there ARE atheists in a country like India, but they are usually in the closet since it’s still quite taboo. The few that are out don’t attempt to prove or disprove anything. We don’t have the equivalent of the Four Atheist Horsemen in India, and there isn’t much paranormal research being funded. When I accidentally let slip that I am a partial atheist to my Indian relatives, I get disapproving glares and icy cold silences. But then they remember that I am unmarried with no kids, and they reconcile my views to the fact that I’m already a heathen :)

			So in my community, concepts like past lives are taken for granted. The West is where we have more resources devoted to exploring haunted houses, or trying to research ESP and the like. Because past-life is not as popular a premise in the West, it has not been as studied. Therefore, to some, it might seem like past-life memories are not to be taken as seriously. But I’m not so sure about that. If we were to devote enough official, documented efforts to exploring past-life confessions, we might be surprised by what we find.

			To that end, there are some people who have become fascinated with past-life testimonials and made it their life’s work to explore and record these stories as methodically as they could. I wouldn’t say they have fully succeeded, as we’ll discuss at the end of this chapter. Many in the scientific community do not take past-life research very seriously, and ostracize those in academia who dare to dabble in the subject. But everything has to start from somewhere, and there are three notable individuals in particular who stand out as having made substantial inroads. Of course, there are others who are also working in this field, but to me these three are the strongest examples of the structure and/or attention that has been brought to this area.

			DR. BRIAN L. WEISS

			Many of you may have already heard of Dr. Weiss and his work. Dr. Brian L. Weiss, MD, was born in 1944 and graduated from Columbia University and Yale Medical School. He is currently a psychiatrist and Chairman Emeritus of Psychiatry at the Mount Sinai Medical Center in Miami. He is also a hypnotherapist and author who specializes in past-life regression. So this topic is his main line of focus, which I think is important to note. Dr. Weiss is the author of several books on past lives. His most famous bestseller was Many Lives, Many Masters, which sounds like a book about cats, I know, but revolves around reincarnation. He’s also written Discovering the Power of Regression Therapy and Same Soul, Many Bodies, as well as quite a few more.

			While there is nothing inherently wrong with making one’s life’s work about a particular subject—just as Sam Parnia or Bruce Greyson have with NDEs, which increases their credibility as experts—it may also invite confirmation bias. This is especially so when the person is publishing books and has an incentive to sensationalize. Dr. Weiss has also made his way over to the Oprah train—cha-ching! But balancing all that out is the hope that an intelligent person, especially an MD, wouldn’t want to waste all their time on something they didn’t find convincing.

			Dr. Weiss claims he first stumbled onto past-life memories when working with one of his hypnosis patients, Catherine, during his practice in 1980. He says he was initially skeptical when he began hearing her stories, but over time was able to verify many of them. He was especially moved when Catherine began to channel messages from the beyond to Dr. Weiss, with personal details and communications from his family and his dead son. He claims those details were rather accurate and persuasive. Since then, Dr. Weiss has done many more regressions for patients, supposedly numbering in the thousands. He even conducts workshops around the world that teach self-regression methods for those who are interested in trying for themselves.

			Note that there are others in the field doing hypnosis and regression therapy, Dr. Weiss is not the only one. But he is one of the most prominent and discussed, and considered a pioneer on this topic.

			DR. IAN STEVENSON

			Next we have the late Dr. Ian Stevenson, who was born in 1918 and passed away at the age of 88 in 2007. He was a psychiatrist and head of the Division of Perceptual Studies (DOPS) at the University of Virginia. Dr. Stevenson differs from Dr. Weiss in that his research in this area was a lot more laborious and extensive—he spent over 40 years doing on-the-ground international fieldwork, poring over thousands of cases from all corners of the globe, and logging his findings in a meticulously crafted database. His lifelong effort to gather comprehensive data was truly admirable. He actually pounded the pavement and visited these places—some of them most uncomfortable—in attempts to glean firsthand accounts and data that he could verify for himself.

			He managed to publish fourteen books on the subject and a few hundred papers—all on reincarnation and past lives. His first one was published in 1966 and titled Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation. As compared to Dr. Weiss, who worked with adults, most of Dr. Stevenson’s work was with children, whom he found to have more vivid recollections of their past lives because of their younger age.

			JIM TUCKER

			Jim Tucker, born in 1960, just recently retired in 2025. He also served as head of DOPS at the University of Virginia. He had been the most contemporary of the three on the topic of reincarnation. He was a professor of psychiatry and neurobehavioral science and worked extensively with Ian Stevenson on researching past-life cases, with a focus on children. Stevenson worked more with cases in Asia, while Tucker covered the US. He wrote the books Before, Life before Life, and Return to Life, and often talked about his reincarnation work on TV. In one investigation recorded by Channel 5 in the UK, he accompanied a child and his family to see if the child’s recollections were true. The conclusion was that a few of the child’s memories seemed accurate, but others could not be confirmed.

			Another case with Tucker was shown on NBC News Today. A ten-year-old boy named Ryan Hammons was interviewed, and he had memories of being a minor celebrity in his past life, named Marty Martyn. There were supposedly 55 specific things that Ryan said about his past life, of which one—the date of death—was thought to be wrong but eventually turned out to be correct. Tucker claimed that many of the details Ryan divulged about Marty were not available online or anywhere else in the media.

			Then there was a third famous case, covered by Chris Cuomo on ABC Primetime in 2004, about James Leininger, a young boy who claimed to have been a WWII pilot in a past life. He recounted stories of his past life and death in detail. A Netflix series also referenced the case, and it became very popular in the news.

			In fact, a lot of Jim Tucker’s work has gotten high-profile media coverage over the years, and he was an active researcher of near-death experiences and past lives his entire career.

			CRITICISM

			Unfortunately, despite the attempts of the three past-life musketeers to meticulously describe their research, most of the scientific community has staunchly ignored such findings. Going further, there have been active crusaders who seem to view claims and publishings on past lives as fraud, and are doing their best to debunk them as much as possible.

			Dr. Brian Weiss has been accused of embellishing his stories to sell books. His interview methods and lack of citing sources have been questioned. One of his negative reviewers went on for paragraphs listing all the discrepancies he found in Dr. Weiss’s book, Many Masters, Many Lives. One proposed discrepancy was Dr. Weiss’s famous subject, Catherine, talking about her past lives and naming the date as 1863 BC, which is odd, since someone living at that time would not have known that date. Another criticism is that his subjects often give no surname when talking about who they were, making it difficult to trace their stories.

			I actually saw an interview with Dr. Weiss on Oprah, where he talked about his work and demonstrated a past-life regression with someone for the camera. That someone happened to be a funeral director. I hate to disrespect anyone and their work, but the whole thing seemed like phony baloney to me. The funeral guy under hypnosis didn’t seem like he was genuinely in a regressive state, based on the sound of his voice and what he said. I cringed when he purported to channel a message from the beyond to everyone in the audience, saying, “They want me to tell people they’re okay.” Umm … really? All the dead people out there in the heavens want to send a broadcast message to the living that they are okay? Doesn’t that sound a little too coincidentally cliché for a funeral director to say? Oprah seemed to be lapping it up, but to be fair, this was back in 2013, when all of us were more influenceable by New Age stuff, which was still new back then.
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			Dr. Ian Stevenson has also been accused by critics of leading subjects and wanting to prove reincarnation, because he was already its champion. He was a big advocate of the paranormal in general, having also talked very favorably about extrasensory perception (ESP). His assistant, Champe Ransom, who worked with Dr. Stevenson in the 1970s on past-life cases, accused him of asking the children leading questions. He said that Stevenson helped the children fill in the holes in their stories, and often interacted with them at a bare minimum level. There have been other allegations of flaws in his research, such as using translators who themselves embraced the concept of reincarnation (and were biased when translating), or exploring a higher volume of cases in India, which is known for its solid belief in past lives. Stevenson has also been controversial for suggesting that rigorous scientific methods aren’t always needed when investigating the metaphysical.

			Jim Tucker’s James Leininger presentation on ABC was subsequently challenged by someone who spent hours researching the details and verifying sources. The critic then published a 34,000 word negative review in the January 17, 2022 issue of The Journal of Scientific Exploration. Similar to complaints for Stevenson and Weiss, the accusations for Tucker were that (1) the kid and his family had early access to the information they “miraculously” remembered later, (2) the researchers asked not-so-subtle leading questions, and (3) over time, the story was revised and polished to correct earlier inaccuracies.

			JAMES LEININGER CASE

			While I can’t say I am sold on all of these claims or findings either—because this kind of research depends on the objectivity of both the past-life subject and the researcher gathering the data—I don’t think all of this work should be so easily cast aside. I am not so sold on Weiss and Stevenson’s neutrality or lack of bias, but I do find Tucker and his efforts to be interesting.

			Jim Tucker wrote a lengthy rebuttal in response to the 34,000 word critique written against him on the James Leininger case. I thought this would be a good example to dive into and see for myself what I thought of the facts presented. I especially chose this case because there are numerous interviews with all involved, including the “reincarnated” child, his parents, the still-living sister of the deceased, and Jim Tucker himself, in addition to the snarky ping-pong volleys between Tucker and his detractors. Plenty of fun material to draw from.

			 To give you some background, James Leininger was 2 years old in the year 2000 when his parents say he started talking about a past life. It was not until he was 4.5, in 2002, that the parents were finally able to identify who James was recalling. The memories that James had between ages 2 and 4.5 are referred to as the B facts (before verification), versus the A facts (after verification). B facts have also been dubbed early-bird facts and are given more weight than A facts. In other words, they were claims made by the child BEFORE they knew who they were recalling from a past life. Once the parents investigate and learn the name of the deceased person their child is channeling, it’s harder to determine what’s an authentic memory and what may be deception for publicity. Facts that are mentioned AFTER identification of the deceased person in question are called A facts.

			Besides his testimony, there were also pictures young James drew at ages 2, 3, and 4, many of which depicted fighter planes, death, and certain geographies like oceans. He would sign the morbid doodles as James 3. His parents didn’t understand what that meant, because he was the only James in the family. At first they thought he was referring to his age as 3, but it continued on when he was 4. (Drawings viewable online.)

			In the meantime, his parents were emailing or writing to different military organizations and historians, trying to figure out who their son might be referencing. There is documented correspondence between James’s father (Bruce) and Jon DeWitt, a historian with the Natoma Bay Association. “Natoma Bay” was a US escort carrier and one of the early-bird B facts that young James mentioned as a child, along with “flew a Corsair,” “shot down by Japanese,” “died at Iwo Jima,” “shot in the plane engine,” and “Jack Larsen was there.” There was also mention of “crashing and drowning in water,” which was a recurrent nightmare he started having at age 2. There was B correspondence between Bruce and the Center for Naval History as well, trying to inquire about these facts, particularly the identity of Jack Larsen who they initially thought their son might be channeling.

			These B facts were specified through emails, artwork, or other verifiable means before the parents finally identified the deceased pilot their son was recalling. In fact, a first ABC interview was done in the summer of 2002, BEFORE the identity of James Huston was discovered, which purportedly happened sometime in the fall of 2002. Then there was a second ABC interview done in 2004, AFTER the Leiningers had figured everything out and met with the deceased’s family. So, many of the B facts were recorded by a national news channel, allegedly before the deceased was identified.

			After years of investigation and even attending a Natoma Bay reunion, the Leininger family finally learned that there had been a pilot on the USS Natoma Bay. His plane took off from there, and he was the only pilot lost during the Battle of Iwo Jima. The pilot’s name was James Huston. The pilot’s father was also named James Huston, which explained why James Leininger may have referred to himself as the third James. Jack Larsen was a friend and another pilot in the same battle. In addition, the other B facts were confirmed when they were able to meet James Huston’s still-living sister and family, and learn more about his life and death.
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			James Huston’s sister, Anne Huston Barron from California, has said she agrees that young James Leininger may be her brother’s reincarnation because he was able to recall certain details of James Huston’s life that were not public. Indeed, there was no public information available on James Huston at all, either online or in traditional newspapers or media. He was a relatively unknown figure. James Leininger also happens to resemble James Huston physically, according to James Huston’s still-living family and friends.

			I saw some of the interviews with James Leininger and his parents, as well as the drawings young James did when he was 3 years old, depicting battle scenes with fighter planes. I read the published critique of the case by Michael Sudduth, as well as the rebuttal by Jim Tucker. I have to admit that Jim Tucker does a good job clarifying things and the case is persuasive. I still see red flags—I’m especially suspicious of the fact that both the deceased and his mini-me were named James. It seems like a rather big coinkydink that the parents would happen to name their child James, even though they claimed to be skeptical of the whole reincarnation thing and had never heard of James Huston before. But admittedly, James is not the most unicorn of names, so I guess it could happen.

			Jim Tucker explains in his written rebuttals his own initial uncertainty about the case, which grew when the boy and his family published a for-profit book on the story (naturally). But he explains how each doubt was addressed in his investigation. He talks about different points where the Leininger family could have sensationalized and profited from the case even more, but didn’t. Those missed opportunities seem to support the stance of a genuine discovery journey rather than a fame-and-money grab.

			Between the name coincidence, ABC media blitz, and book publishing, it’s easy to read all this and react with the jaded judgment that the Leininger family invented everything for publicity. FAKERS!! But dig further and read the nitty-gritty, and it’s hard to fathom that so many outsiders were largely there to sell a phony story—including historians, naval organizations, pilots, veterans, television personnel, and all who got involved, especially during the early-bird or B part of the journey. James’s father, Bruce, even organized a memorial to commemorate Natoma Bay. That kind of time investment and risk of being invalidated is not normally done lightly. The memorial was attended by many veterans who mingled with the young James and were surprised when he could supposedly recall many of them by name.

			I have my qualms about parts of the story, but overall I found it to be rather striking. There are other traceable journeys of a similar nature, including the Ryan Hammons case, which might be dismissed individually as fabricated but, collectively, do manage to nudge my needle a few notches.

			STRONG ATTEMPT AT DOCUMENTATION

			While not every case can be verified as publicly as the ones we just discussed, I find it noteworthy that there have been sincere, exhaustive attempts to investigate and catalogue other cases thoroughly as well. It gives me some confidence that researchers are attempting to legitimately prove their conclusions, at least to the best of their abilities. They may not see their own blind spots, and they may be in denial about their own objectivity, but if someone is committing to such in-depth, sweeping fieldwork to see whether a phenomenon is true, it takes a certain kind of inner conviction.

			At the University of Virginia, where both Tucker and Stevenson worked and collected information on past-life testimonies around the globe, recent attempts have been made to examine the macro GROUP of cases for conclusions that can be drawn about the research as a whole. They coded each case that was properly logged against a list of 200 variables, and this system was called the SOCS, or Strength of Case Scale. Some of the variables include the match between a prior and current life birthmark, hobbies, injuries, personality, distance, the enthusiasm of the current and past parents in believing the child, and the age at which the memories surfaced.

			Patterns emerged: the younger the child at the time of recall, the stronger the case ranked for authenticity. Parental enthusiasm in the living family had little correlation with accuracy (suggesting less stage-parent meddling), while the deceased family’s acceptance that the child might be a true reincarnation of their loved one correlated strongly with accuracy. (Accuracy was related to the number of A or B facts mentioned by the child that turned out to be true.) Cases also showed correlations between accuracy and the child’s emotional intensity when recounting their story, facial resemblance to the deceased, and the amount of past-life residue—quirks, preferences, physical traits, and weaknesses. All of this came from an enormous electronic database designed to sniff out statistically significant patterns.

			Again, I’m not so sure that such subjectively created databases can be taken at face value—after all, the output is only as good as the objectivity of the person doing the input. Otherwise, we could end up with a GIGO situation (garbage in, garbage out). We can’t really prove how neutral the researchers were when collecting the information—nevertheless, the sheer effort made to quantify the data has a persuasive element to it.

			CONSISTENCIES

			Besides the correlations that emerged from the SOCS database, there have been other general consistencies that have been noted amongst such cases. A disproportionate number of past-life memory stories include a previous exit from the world that involved violence or an unnatural death. Tucker estimated that number to be about 70% in the cases he studied.

			Similar to the prospect of ghosts lingering around due to unfinished business, these souls may have reincarnated because of unresolved PTSD symptoms from their previous life, or unfinished business as well. Especially since many died instantaneously in their past lives—such as James Huston, the pilot—and may not have had the chance to come to terms with their death, or process their feelings. Children with past-life memories have often reported severe nightmares or phobias of water, fire, heights, or whatever may have caused their death in an earlier life.

			There also seems to be a tendency for children to be reborn into the same culture as the deceased person they claim to have been. I don’t know if that’s a good or bad finding—there is a debate on whether children often remember past lives within the same community because it’s easier to fake things that way. The counter-argument to that is that even if rebirths seem to be happening within a similar culture, it might just mean the soul wanted a familiar environment to finish its business. Data, as always, can be dressed up to suit the party that one wants to attend.

			But in general, it can be said that the conclusions drawn from the SOCS analysis and other data show notable consistencies across a large number of stories.

			In addition, there are a few other indicators of circumstantial evidence that are met here besides verifiability and consistency. While testimonies do tend to come more from cultures that teach reincarnation, they have been reported all over the world, in every country. So they meet the diversity criteria. Furthermore, these cases have been popping up for centuries, so they also check off the box for longevity.

			CASES ARE REALISTIC

			Lastly, and most importantly, I do think it’s interesting that we rarely see extremes in the kinds of avatars those with past-life memories allege to have been. Instead of there being numerous claims of having been someone famous or heroic—like Joan of Arc, Napoleon, or Gandhi—the past-life identities usually referenced fall right in the middle of the bell curve, as average Joe Schmoes. Even the celebrity mentioned in the Jim Tucker case—Marty Martyn—was not very noteworthy. I confess, the Chandler Bing in me saw that name and thought, Come on! Marty Martyn? Who rhymes their first name with their second? Could that beeeeeee any more weird? Especially since James Dean was alive at the same time as MM. That would have been way cooler to claim! So if Ryan Hammons and his family were trying to spin a lie for attention, they could have chosen a much more glamorous incarnation.

			This underplay makes past-life stories more persuasive. Although there are a few outlandish stories where people claim to have been someone grandiose in the past, I give credit to the fact that most people who attest to memories of their past lives rarely attempt to flatter themselves in that way.

			ISM RANKING

			Now after all that analysis of the research done in this area so far, where do the chips fall in terms of my macro conclusion on whether a legitimate case can be made for past-life existence? That’s a tough one. On the one hand, I’m drawn to the idea of multiple lives and karmic carryover as a way to explain the discrepancies we see here on Earth—like one person living to a hundred versus a baby dying in infancy and not having undergone a proper spiritual test. Coupled with my inclination for viewing many NDE and ghost encounters as authentic, the collective evidence can sway me towards believing in past-life experiences.

			On the other hand, when it comes to past lives, we are relying heavily on middlemen like Tucker, Weiss, and Stevenson to bring us unbiased data. I can’t help but suspect that one or more of these researchers was inclined towards confirming their already preconceived notions. The questionable regression demo on Oprah, along with the vague patient accounts in his books, put me off Weiss in terms of credibility. And I do agree with Stevenson’s critics and assistant that he seemed to have been an eager beaver when it came to promoting all types of mystical oddities.

			However, Tucker has always presented himself as an objective skeptic, and of the three, his work speaks to me the most. I’ve read the write-ups of his cases, and he makes a point of noting misgivings that he or a normal person would have and explaining how he tried to address them through his research. His cases also caught my attention because of how well chronicled they were on national TV and elsewhere.

			Overall, I’m lukewarm on this particular topic. I don’t find the narratives on past lives as persuasive as I do for NDEs and ghosts, at least from whatever I’ve observed so far. I may change my mind in the future if I hippity-hop into this rabbit hole again. For now I would say I remain torn but open-minded to the idea, and rate it a respectable 6 on my theISM scale.
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			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

			(5) Ghosts—theISM 9

			(6) NDEs—theISM 8

			(7) Past Lives - theISM 6

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 11 -

			Kids

			Reason 8

			IN THIS CHAPTER, we continue the discussion of past lives and children, albeit from a different angle. I’ve often wondered if newly arrived sentient beings—whether they vividly remember a past life or not—might be subconsciously carrying over the vestiges of a prior avatar through their habits, temperaments, and intelligence. Very young children, especially, give us an opportunity to look at a fresh, untainted mind that has not been influenced much by the outside world.

			BABY PERSONALITIES

			In fact, babies a few months old are the best place to start, because they have begun reacting to their environment but have not had much time to be shaped by it. These squeezable human toys can display a rich rainbow of qualia that goes beyond basic survival instinct, like humor, sadness, happiness, fear, curiosity, worry, and even jealousy.

			How many online videos have we all seen where the baby gets jealous and throws a tantrum when anyone else tries to hug its mom?! Where the baby hears a sad song and quivers its lower lip in empathy? Or where it displays master manipulation skills through the dramatic use of crocodile tears?

			Baby personalities seem to come in every flavor: zen-like passive monks, extra curious and observant brainiacs, cranky little gremlins who are high maintenance, and the always happy and smiley charmers. These aren’t just survival instincts at work, this is complex emotional expression straight out of the gate.

			There is no doubt that these cute bobbleheads learn some of this from external cues, such as when they cry and realize their demands are then met. They may also be influenced in the belly.Studies have shown that babies will suck their thumbs harder when hearing books that were first read to them in the womb. But all of that learning can only occur up to a point when they are that young. Much of their behavior is instinct, or a part of their innate temperament.

			Then we hit toddler territory—around 18 to 30 months. Old enough to express themselves with words and even be taught or trained to a certain degree, but too young to control and mold completely. There is a vast spectrum of toddlers I have seen online and offline who seem to explode with personality at this stage—rebellious, bossy, affectionate, empathetic, surly, wise, patient, or restless. I realize it’s a fame-hungry world with everyone hamming it up in search of their 15 minutes, but some of the precocious or highly emotional toddler videos posted online appear to give us a glimpse of a real, vibrant little person. It’s one thing to repeat words that may have been ambitiously imparted by a stage parent to a gamete gaslighter—it’s another when the fledgling voice rings authentic, and the tiny soul genuinely seems to be emoting, with quivering, tears, and more. While I do think kiddies aged 3 and up can be trained to exceptional degrees—as we will discuss later in the chapter—it’s not that easy to turn the younger toddlers into on-demand entertainers. Therefore, I don’t think they should create a Best Baby category at the Oscars just yet.
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			I remember once when my nephew was almost a year old, we were lying down in his darkened nursery, and I was trying to get him to nap. Like most kids, he could never do so without two hours of my cajoling, yelling, and then pretending to sleep alongside him in the hopes of the little fiend finally nodding off. One especially exasperating afternoon, he kept wiggling around, trying to touch my nose and babble and play. He finally rolled onto his stomach, stuck his diapered butt up in the air, pushed his little arms off the bed, and plopped into a sitting position, wide awake and grinning happily with his achievement. I sat up immediately too, irritated and tired, and scolded him with a Baby! Go to sleep now! Why are you awake?

			I recall the next moment vividly, it’s one of those memories that is fresh even to this day. He looked up, his tiny little form sitting directly across from me in the dark. As we locked eyes, he started laughing wildly with a Stewie-like glee, accompanied by the strangest knowing expression that he understood he was being naughty, he was aware I was yelling at him, and he found it enormously funny.

			It’s hard to communicate exactly the feeling that washed over me, but I remember being awestruck that this one-year-old rebel seemed to have an old soul staring out from behind his pupils, trying to communicate with me—dare I say, MOCK ME!—even if he couldn’t yet. It was the first time I realized babies could have such strong, distinct characteristics even at that young age. Many of us who have interacted with tiny tots, especially parents, have had astonishing run-ins with these unique independent personalities that seem to have magically arrived from somewhere.

			
				
					[image: A mischievous-looking baby wearing a baseball cap grins naughtily at the camera.]
				

			

			STUDIES ON TEMPERAMENT CONTINUITY

			Research has been done on this very topic, in an attempt to ascertain how much of our wiring may be learned vs ingrained. A 30-year study by the University of Maryland, concluded in 2020, followed 150 babies to determine whether their early dispositions later developed into adult personality traits. The study tracked BI (behavioral inhibition), which is a marker of how hesitant, cautious, or scared the babies were in certain situations. It also kept tabs on the babies into their teenage and adult years, and noted that those with more behavioral inhibition at 14 months showed similar traits at the age of 15, and a decade later at 26. They were reported as being more of an introvert, having fewer friends or romantic relationships, or being more reserved. Still shy, but now with acne and an attitude.

			There was a smaller study done on 83 children by the Academy of Sciences in the Czech Republic, starting in 1961 and continuing to this day. It rated children on positive vs negative thinking and the ability to control one’s impulses and urges. Strong conclusions have not been drawn about the first factor, but there was a notable tendency for children who showed disinhibition, or a lack of impulse control, to remain so as adults. It is theorized that this was the trait that remained the most consistent, because environmental factors could influence negative and positive wiring over the years. Disinhibition, a certain kind of neuroticism, was more deeply associated with true temperament.

			One of the largest studies was conducted in 1975 in Dunedin, New Zealand with a sample of 1,000 children aged 3. Around 96% of the original sample participated in the assessment again at age 26, which is quite remarkable. They were rated by a third-party observer and family members for five different temperament types, including Undercontrolled, Well-adjusted, Inhibited, Confident, and Reserved. Undercontrolled and Inhibited children showed the most consistent personality carryover into adulthood. But across all five types the conclusion was, in their words, that: children’s early-emerging behavioral styles can foretell their thoughts, characteristic behaviors, and feelings as adults, pointing to the foundations of the human personality in the early years of life.

			While there hasn’t been enough long-term research done to cement conclusions, so far, the broad takeaway from all these studies is that certain aspects of kids may be sneak previews of their adult selves.

			NATURE VS NURTURE VS NATAL?

			The point I have been making so far is that in the classic debate between nature vs nurture, there is definitely a case to be made for nature. We already know this, of course, there is nothing new about that observation whatsoever. But sometimes it helps to refresh our perspective on how much nature vs nurture might play a part by looking at babies as a unique case study. Many in the scientific community are willing to assign equal or even greater weight to nature, based on their recognition of the early emergence of our personalities and preferences.

			But now that we’ve reaffirmed the notion that a big part of our temperament might be ingrained in us at birth, I wonder if another factor should also get its due? Is the debate between THREE variables instead of two? Should we consider Nature vs Nurture vs NATAL MEMORY?

			FUN FACT: I spent a good two hours looking up “n” words that I could use to alliterate with nature and nurture. At one point, all I had was necro, which means dead tissue or corpse. I am not exaggerating, this was the best I could do, I don’t know why. I was desperate for something less jeepers creepers and then a beta reader suggested natal memory, or natal knowledge, and voilà! I was saved from goth-land!

			Natal/prenatal memory refers to memories formed before birth, such as a fetus becoming familiar with the sound of its mother’s voice in the womb. Might we add to that the soul’s ability to port over its personality, values, and spiritual growth from a previous birth so it doesn’t have to start again from scratch?

			If babies have not had as much time to mold their personalities in response to external cues (nurture), do we instead split the credit between genetics and a past life (nature and natal memory), where the soul may have already done some learning or acquired some traits? Is an exceptionally placid baby that way because they are already a tiny enlightened Buddha on the last leg of their spiritual journey? Is an emotionally sensitive baby bringing the empathy it developed in a prior avatar? Is past baggage—good or bad—being carried over by the soul?

			Or is it simply biology, chemistry, and physical makeup? To determine, we return to the analysis of siblings, and identical, fraternal, and conjoined twins, all with DNA in common. I can attest from personal experience that my siblings and I were polar opposites of each other as babies. It is not uncommon to have babies born of very different temperaments in the same family. The same holds true for twins, even conjoined.

			We know that conjoined twins share the exact same genetics, body, hormones, and other biological processes, yet they can display starkly contrasting dispositions. It’s not just the case when they are adults, newborn conjoined twins can consist of one who is more quiet and passive, and the other more prone to tantrums or crying bouts. In interviews, parents of conjoined babies have described their children’s distinct idiosyncrasies.

			Although siblings and identical or fraternal twins share similar DNA, it’s possible for their genetics to be different enough to account for the disparities. In the case of conjoined twins, however, their genetics are usually an exact match. So does this mean we should give more credit to natal memory over nature for their unique personalities as babies?

			We have circled back once again to the debate from prior chapters: if genes, hormones, and biology are shared, are differences between conjoined babies only traceable to a handful of brain tissue and neurology, or is there something else at play?

			We weren’t able to arrive at a definitive answer before, and we can’t do it here either. I apologize for taking you on the same merry-go-round. But it’s not exactly the same, because in prior chapters we mostly talked about free will and qualia from the perspective of adults. Here we have taken a closer look at babies, toddlers, and kids, a special case study because of how much closer we get to the time when a sentient being has newly arrived on this planet.

			Others may find this clue underwhelming (a few of my beta readers did), but through the years, the complex vibrations of intelligence, emotions, and personalities that I’ve seen emanate from the universe of children have often struck me as the possible residue of an old soul that has made its way over from another world. Therefore, as part of our agnostic journey, I propose we add necro natal to the traditional nature vs nurture debate.

			CHILD PRODIGIES ARE EVERYWHERE

			Now if we get a bit older in age, we have another phenomenon that is often cited as potential evidence of a soul carrying over its accomplishments from a past life—child prodigies. Some children—as little as 3 years old—can exhibit spectacular feats that defy logic or explanation. Officially, a child prodigy is defined as a young person, usually under the age of 10, who is proficient in a particular subject field beyond the level of an adult expert. Unofficially, I would say that they are tiny geniuses who make the rest of us look bad.

			Unlike with ghostly, near-death, or other such experiences, we can observe child prodigies in the flesh and verify that they and their talents exist, whether in the arts, math, science, or other fields. So the debate we are about to enter is not whether there are children who have skills that can be considered superlative in comparison to their junior age. Instead, the question is whether pint-sized virtuosos are indicative of something transcendental, or simply a lucky lottery draw of the right DNA and/or environment while growing up? Is it nature, nurture, or natal memory? Or more fitting in this case, natal knowledge, ie, is the prodigy bringing over knowledge of a particular skill from a previous avatar?

			For most of my life, I viewed these marvels as strong proof that souls might retain their growth in previous incarnations and bring it along as they hopped over to the next. Any time a dinner conversation veered existential, I’d whip out prodigies like a trump card. “How do you explain MOZART, PASCAL, or PICASSO? Checkmate, atheists!”

			But let me now admit that over the past decade, I’ve become less sure that these little savants are otherworldly. I don’t rule it out completely, because we most definitely come with certain natural aptitudes which might not be entirely attributable to genetics. But mostly I suspect that child prodigies have their tiger parents to thank. Because in the past 10 to 15 years, we have seen an incredible amount of creative genius—young and old—bubble up through social media and talent shows. Child-prodigy-type gurus seem to be EVERYWHERE in the mainstream!

			It’s now common to see the most miniature of humans, some as little as age 3, sing, dance, paint, compose, tell jokes, perform magic, or talk with the proficiency of a middle-aged adult. There are kids who can recite all the capitals in the world, recognize countries by their shape, or rattle off all the trivia you could want on presidents, celebrities, or historical figures. It’s insane to see the kind of brilliance that can be cultivated so early in life. Also, I’m not jealous (YOU’RE JEALOUS!), but what’s up with some of these squirts making six figures or more through their channels? It’s honestly unreal at times. Pfffft.

			In the past, this kind of wide-spanning expertise was not so prolific. Instead, it was often limited to STEM or more precision-based skills such as math, chess, or music, which were likely easier to learn than more subjective activities like poetry, literature, or the arts. Scientists thought that STEM-type geniuses—including child prodigies, autistic adults, and others—might have a special kind of neuron or brain configuration that would help them in areas which involve methodical, rules-based thinking. They chalked it up to nature or genetics. I did see the reasoning in that, but since I grew up in a religious environment, I gave more of the credit for these wonderkids to reincarnation (natal memory/knowledge) instead. Such prodigies were like unicorns back then, so they projected a mysterious aura.

			Now I would say the clear winner by a long mile is nurture—our environment—the option which was the weakest contender in the past. More children have access to a basic computer and internet connection at a minimum. With all the tools, exposure, and platforms available, a child can forge ahead in any path they choose. It’s easier for them to be inspired by the vast array of talent visible online, partake in free lessons offered at numerous skill levels and in multiple languages, and display their creativity on social media with the potential to go viral. Let’s not forget to add into the mix additional motivators like meritocracy-based reality shows, starry-eyed, pushy parents, and the higher respect we give to celebrities these days. With so much encouragement, it’s no wonder that we’ve seen an explosion of talent.

			
				
					[image: An ambitious parent with dollar signs in his eyes schemes to make his baby popular and wealthy. In the crib, the baby looks bewildered, surrounded by a violin hanging from a string, a small piano, a tennis racket used as a rattle, and books titled "Math," "Science," and "Chess."]
				

			

			MOZART

			In fact, one of the most famous child prodigies of all, and my former theist trump card—Mozart—has traditionally been thought of as someone who was a genius straight out of the womb. I had that impression for most of my life as well. I was surprised to learn that environment and family may deserve most of the credit, because Mozart was surrounded by classical music as a young boy. His father was a music instructor and the home was filled with students and their lessons. Mozart’s older sister practiced the piano regularly at home. Also, his full name was Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. It’s hard to be just a shoemaker with that kind of hefty moniker.

			It is thought that baby Mozart saw the students and his sister pounding out arpeggios, and wanted to copy them and be part of the group. It’s natural for kids to want to participate in what they see happening all around them. So he begged to join the fun and started getting violin lessons from his dad when he was only 3.

			The father then decided to take Mozart and his sister along with him as he toured Europe, and soon after, a prodigy was born! Like the Jackson 5 siblings, Mozart and his sister were said to have been the main breadwinners for the family via their music and touring. Also like the Jacksons, proud Papa Mozart was oftentimes criticized for exploiting his children.

			However, Mozart must have been incredibly gifted as well—he started touring at the age of just 4 and his classical compositions remain the gold standard to this day. He rose to dizzying heights but his sister did not. So Mozart likely had a heaping dose of natural ability he brought to the table. But many suggest that having so much music surrounding him from a very young age played a major part in developing his talent. He may have been listening to music right from his mother’s belly.

			I was stunned to learn of all this bubble-bursting reality just recently—having relied on this miraculous clue for almost fifty years to add weight to the theism side of my metaphysical see-saw. Even though Mozart may have had exceptional divine and genetic advantages, his environment seems to have played the starring role.

			
				
					[image: A scientist father wearing glasses and a white lab coat stands next to his six-year-old son, who looks identical in small spectacles and a matching lab coat. The father proudly tells his boss, who is wearing a suit, "He's a child prodigy." The humor implies the child is merely mimicking his father rather than being a true prodigy.]
				

			

			ISM RANKING

			Over the years, I have done some dramatic flip-flopping on this topic. My view of child prodigies as walking proof of a planned, supreme design has not vanished completely, but has significantly faded. Instead, I now feel it is the unique personalities of ALL children—especially babies and toddlers—that presents a stronger potential glimpse of a soul being carried over from a prior life. With them, we see the purest representation of what sentient beings can bring to the table at birth. Furthermore, we are able to observe all of this firsthand, without relying on any anecdotes or middlemen to gather the research.

			But how much of a child’s innate personality is genes—brain wiring, DNA, biochemistry—and how much might be lingering spiritual residue from a past life? I don’t know. There may very well be ZERO past-life residue, and me feeling that I was staring at my nephew’s soul through his eyes could all be in my imagination.

			The scarce information available on conjoined babies, and my subjective observations of kids and their qualia, are not solid enough evidence to make a determination either way. Therefore, the objective agnostic in me acknowledges this data point as being rather weak, and I would rate it a tenuous 4 at best on the ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 4 on the Theism side.]
				

			

			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

			(5) Ghosts—theISM 9

			(6) NDEs—theISM 8

			(7) Past Lives—theISM 6

			(8) Kids—theISM 4

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 12 -

			Quantum Quandaries

			Reason 9

			TRADITIONALLY, SUBJECTS LIKE astronomy and quantum physics have been the playground of atheists. The Big Bang, quarks, black holes—these are not the kinds of topics that are normally discussed by theists. Especially the blonde ones. (I’m KIDDING!)

			I confess that every time I see pictures from the James Webb telescope, recently launched into space and sending us back the most advanced images we’ve been able to procure till date, the great beyond seems more and more gaseous and physical than divine to me. However, there are a few puzzling quantum mysteries that defy explanation thus far and seem to—dare I say—suggest more to our existential story than scientists let on. (Remember, quantum = the itty bitty invisible world of electrons, photons, ions, and other thingons.)

			Now before I get into them, let me disclaim by admitting that we don’t know why certain anomalies occur the way they do. In the face of no real answers, it is easy to sprinkle spiritual glitter and concoct ethereal interpretations that twist the story to suit a theist perspective. There could be a perfectly good scientific explanation for some of these mysteries that we simply haven’t discovered yet. Therefore, I understand that not knowing how these enigmas work is not an excuse to turn them into proof of mysticism or consciousness. So I am going to present a few of these oddities and speculate on what they might mean, but simultaneously acknowledge that we don’t have answers either way. In the interest of being committed to the truth, let’s keep that in mind.

			TOP QUANTUM MYSTERIES

			Although there are many curiosities in the quantum realm, there are a few in particular that I find compelling from a theist angle:

			(1) Observer effect

			(2) Wave-function collapse

			(3) Dual nature

			(4) Entanglement

			(5) Information retention and properties

			The observer effect occurs when observation of a particular situation results in an outcome that is different than if it was NOT being observed. In other words, our ability to watch, record, measure, or process certain events appears to impact the final result, even if we are not directly participating in them. It’s the world’s most confusing peekaboo game.

			One of the outcomes that can result from the observer effect is the wave-function collapse. This outcome involves the transformation of an entity from an energy or wavelike state that is superimposed across multiple places, to a particle form that is local and fixed. A good metaphor might be the instant flip-flop of a running flow of water into a solid cube of ice, but occurring at the quantum level.

			Dual nature refers to the ability of a quantum entity to exhibit two very different facets—such as energy and matter, or matter and antimatter. Like Jekyll and Hyde, or animals that can change gender, so too exist quantum entities that can oscillate between contrasting properties.

			Entanglement refers to one entity—such as an electron or photon—being correlated or attached to another entity, where they will mirror each other even when separated by a great distance. We can think of it as something akin to twins who might live on different continents yet claim to feel each other’s pain. Except this entanglement is at a subatomic level, and can happen even when the two are light-years apart.

			And lastly, information retention is the theory that information—like energy—can’t be destroyed, only transformed or shuffled around. There may be a record of everything that’s ever happened encoded somewhere in the universe, in the form of leftover gas, radiation, or matter. These events might have included galactic breakups, star implosions, black hole meltdowns, planetary debuts, or asteroid fender-benders, to name just a few. Many assert that information plays a vital role in the universe, and may even be considered a third fundamental unit alongside energy and matter.

			PARTICLE-WAVE DUALITY

			The most famous example of the first three points—observer effect, wave-function collapse, and dual nature—is a phenomenon called particle-wave duality. Many of us have heard about this already, but to quickly summarize, it began when a few prominent scientists, including Einstein, debated whether light was comprised of particles or waves (ie, matter or energy). Normally, we don’t question what we see around us—it’s clearly one or the other. A table is matter. Electricity is energy. A rock is matter. Heat is energy. We don’t usually look at a rock on the ground and say that it is both matter and energy. Unless we’re hippies.

			However, one fine day it occurred to Einstein and his gang that light seemed to display BOTH contrasting properties—a wavelike tendency and a particle-type behavior. Light can manifest as heat energy and travel great distances at great speeds—such as from the sun to Earth—or perhaps manifest as electromagnetic radiation energy, such as that which is used in a laser beam to cut during surgery. But light is also comprised of photons, which are considered particles. Hence, we may see them floating in the air when viewing a beam of sunlight through a window in a darkened room. This would mean light was both things at once—how could that be so?

			At first the gang didn’t think this was possible, so they began to mouth off to one another on which was correct. Numerous missives were exchanged on the topic at furious speed.

			While fighting about who was right, they devised an experiment. They decided to shoot a gaggle of light photons through TWO slits in a barrier. This would force the light photons to travel SEPARATELY through the barrier, EITHER through slit A or slit B.

			
				
					[image: A diagram of a particle-wave duality experiment showing photons being shot through two slits labeled A and B.]
				

			

			If the light photons reunited and appeared on the opposite wall in a particular pattern that resembled a ripple of light and dark bands, it would mean that they were acting like waves.

			
				
					[image: A diagram of the particle-wave duality experiment where photons shot through the two slits hit the opposite wall, forming a rippling wave interference pattern.]
				

			

			If independent dots appeared in only TWO distinct bands on the final wall, that would mean separate light particles were zipping out.

			
				
					[image: A diagram of the particle-wave duality experiment where photons shot through the two slits hit the opposite wall, forming two distinct, individual particle bands.]
				

			

			Making the light photons pass through one of the two slits—A or B—and seeing how they ended up on the other side would force them to reveal their true nature: particle or wave. Would there be two separate bands or a ripple effect?

			What was astonishing was that, initially, the photons intersected with each other when they emerged from the slits in the middle barrier and formed a rippled WAVE pattern on the final opposite wall, which seemed to have solved the debate.

			
				
					[image: An image of the particle-wave duality experiment showing that "waves" are the winner, based on the ripple pattern initially formed by the photons on the back wall.]
				

			

			But then someone came up with the idea of placing a recording device at the point where the photons were entering the two slits, to measure how many were appearing through slit A vs slit B. When they did that, they found something strange. The opposite wall now showed two distinct bands which were indicative of photon PARTICLES.

			
				
					[image: An image of the particle-wave duality experiment showing the winner changed to "particles." A measuring device is now placed near the slits to record which photons go through which slit, illustrating that observing an experiment can drastically change the outcome.]
				

			

			Whatever was happening was perplexing, because the mere act of introducing an observational type measuring device to the experiment seemed to alter the outcome completely. It’s the quantum version of someone dancing like a maniac when they are home alone, then freezing up into a statue the minute someone walks in. This confusing Superman-to-Clark-like change was dubbed the wave-function collapse, where the chill, free-spirited wave (energy) could be seen to collapse into a structured, distinct particle form (matter).

			
				
					[image: A split image illustrating the observer effect. First, a couple dances the salsa with wild abandon while a pair of giant eyes looks away. Second, the couple freezes in place with stage fright when the eyes look directly at them.]
				

			

			Luckily, the opposing camps of scientists could now be friends again, since each was correct. Light is both a particle and wave—it has a dual nature. They also discovered that it was not just photons that can be sent through the double slits and emerge in wave and particle patterns. Scientists have heaved buckets of electrons, neutrons, antimatter, and other atomic spaghetti through the slits to see what sticks to the other wall. They have discovered similar results of a dual nature, depending on whether the experiment was being watched or not.

			Let me clarify the observer effect by explaining that human eyes can’t actually see tiny quanta like photons and electrons. So cute cartoon image notwithstanding, the observer effect is not really based on whether a human is watching the experiment directly. Instead, it’s based on whether we have placed a recording device, or detector of some sort, to monitor the experiment on our behalf. Regardless, the important takeaway is that we have the power to change the outcome of seemingly independent, objective, third-party quantum events in surprising ways.

			There have been other noted instances of dualities and the observer effect besides particle-wave duality (the most famous one). But when learning about the others, I had to do my usual squinting, sighing, and slogging while trying to comprehend what I was reading. Ideally, I could get a For Dummies explanation since science was never my strong suit. From my limited understanding, I’d like to mention a few other examples in very simple terms for all my fellow dummies. We can marvel together at how many quirky quantum capers the universe likes to perform.

			QUARK-HADRON DUALITY

			Let’s start with some rebellious quanta—dubbed quarks—that refuse to behave. Quarks are some of the tiniest, most elementary subatomic particles to be found. They can link to each other and form larger subatomic entities, like hadrons. What’s interesting is that depending on how we probe or observe a hadron—from what distance and at what energy state—the defiant quarks inside appear to behave in two different ways. At high energies and close range, they act like independent, free-wheeling teenagers doing their own thing. At lower energies, they show up as tightly- bound-together prisoners, dutifully helping to hold the hadron together. 

			This is another example of a measuring device or the observer effect influencing the outcome. With light, its dual nature came into play when observing or measuring for particles vs waves. With quarks, their dual nature springs from their independence vs non-independence.

			
				
					[image: A split image illustrating quark-hadron duality. On one side, high-energy quarks exude a rebellious, independent vibe, wearing sunglasses and a gold tooth, and holding a boombox and surfboard. On the other side, low-energy quarks are dressed as glum prisoners in chains, sitting on the ground and holding up the hadron with their hands.]
				

			

			MATTER AND ANTIMATTER DUALITY

			Besides striving for their independence, quacky quantum kids can be angelic and charming one moment, and then turn into devils the next. There is a group of particles called mesons, the most notable being the CHARM meson, named for its symmetry and because its properties lend themselves to being studied the most easily. A charm meson is matter, or a particle, that can also act as its own antiparticle or antimatter. It has a dual nature. According to some, the charm meson may have been one of the reasons the universe even exists in the first place. Theoretically, you and I would not be here today if it wasn’t for the meson being so charming. It has been suggested that during the time of the Big Bang, when equal amounts of matter and antimatter were produced, they should have canceled each other out, netting back to a big, fat zero, or a void state of nothingness.

			Instead, a huge tangle of charm mesons and its other meson siblings—including the pi-meson—were busy oscillating back and forth rapidly between their dual sides, matter and antimatter. It’s been shown that the charm meson takes less time to flip to matter than antimatter, so the faster time meant that some of the charm meson matter began outnumbering the charm meson antimatter. Due to the resulting imbalance in states, some of the matter did not get canceled out, and instead continued to proliferate and expand into the galaxies we see today.

			In fact, the 2008 Nobel Prize in Physics was awarded to three Japanese scientists who have been widely credited for the discovery of this theory, which they referred to as broken symmetry.

			OTHER DUALITIES

			Once I slipped down the duality rabbit hole, I was surprised to note how many more examples there are. There is electro-magnetic dualism, where the properties of electricity can be substituted for those of magnetic energy in certain scenarios, and the outcome of that event would be the same.

			There is something even geekier called the gravity-gauge correspondence, discovered around 1997. It showed that a theoretical world without gravity could be a mirror copy of one with gravity in terms of how it would behave. In short, we could potentially understand what’s happening inside a black hole (a place with STRONG gravity) by studying a place with weak or no gravity at play (ours or another planet). Being able to understand what is taking place beyond the outer horizons of a black hole would be groundbreaking for scientists. Stephen Hawking spent his whole life studying them!

			Just recently in 2021, antipodal duality was discovered by a researcher putting together some slides for a presentation. He kept mixing them up because two different particle-collision events had almost identical formulas. After triple-checking, he realized he wasn’t losing it—he had stumbled upon a new duality involving gluons (the subatomic “glue” that holds everything together). To test the strength of the correlation between the two, his team ran 93 million (yes, MILLION) varying simulations of the formula and found that the math still matched.

			And of course, this has nothing to do with the quantum world, but I find it interesting that as far back as the first century (50 to 100 CE), the Bible’s New Testament included references to the Antichrist. Additionally, religious texts are full of references to good and evil, Cain and Abel, devils and angels. Duality seems to be a common theme amongst us, both within and outside the boundaries of science.

			ENTANGLED QUANTA

			Mixed up with all the duality and observer effect experiences that seem to keep scientists busy is entanglement, a peculiarity that Einstein called “spooky action at a distance.” So spooky it gave him crazy hair.

			Entangled quanta is a general term for entities—such as photons, electrons, quarks, or molecules—that somehow remain connected, even if the two are separated by immense distances. For example, scientists can split a photon with zero spin, then entangle the two, then separate them by a large expanse, and then measure the spin of one photon to predict the behavior of the other. If one photon is shown to be spinning clockwise, the other will be spinning counterclockwise, netting a zero spin between the two. Or they might measure the polarization of one and find that it is the mirror image of the polarization of the other. Not only are these two quanta entangled, they are also exhibiting dual nature properties—they would net each other out, just like matter and antimatter. Like quantum yin and yang.

			Also, measuring or recording either of these split, entangled photons can cause a wave collapse, just as we saw happen with the double-slit experiment. Whereas initially the photons might be spinning in a blur of possibilities, once they are measured, they will often become STUCK spinning at one SPECIFIC ROTATION. Sometimes this collapse also breaks the entanglement, where they now become separate, discrete entities that no longer correlate with each other. How all this happens is a huge mystery because this change between the two happens instantaneously, even if the two quanta are thousands of miles apart, before any intelligence about the measurement result could have been communicated to the other.

			
				
					[image: A diagram showing entangled quanta. A quantum particle splits in the middle into two distinct entities, such as photons or electrons. Each one spins in the opposite direction, showing that they are entangled and net out to zero even across a distance.]
				

			

			INFORMATION RETENTION

			It has been thought that entangled quanta might include not just matter, like photons or electrons, but information as well. Before we get to the tanglement part, let’s look at the term information, or information retention, and better understand what that means.

			How have scientists been able to calculate the number of years they estimate the universe has been in existence? Where did they come up with 13.8 billion? Well, they have done things like analyze the cosmic microwave background or taken the current rate of expansion of our galaxy and reverse-engineered it back to when the Big Bang might have first occurred. They were able to harness leftover information from what currently exists in our universe to try and determine what happened in the past—just like they might estimate a fossil’s age through carbon dating, which calculates the amount of decay in the carbon that sometimes remains in organic materials.

			There is also the concept of gravitational memory. Einstein’s theory of general relativity suggests that the memory of past events, such as black hole mergers or star implosions, might be imprinted on the fabric of spacetime through gravitational waves.

			Information on the past, or information about particles, gas, planets, or events too far away to be seen, can often be gleaned from the remainder that is available to us. So information is retained from one domino event to another, conceptually never being lost, if only we knew how to dial back and decode it.

			INFORMATION ENTANGLEMENT

			Similarly, there is a theory that information may be entangled. For example, when the super-strong gravity of a black hole swallows something, like gas, dust, stars, or light, the disappearing entity will likely never be seen again. But there may be some residue or radiation left around a black hole’s perimeter, hinting at what’s inside and possibly remaining entangled with it. If we knew how to do the calculations, we might have all the information we need on black holes available to us from the radiation we see on their borders (often referred to as Hawking radiation).

			INFORMATION AS A FUNDAMENTAL PROPERTY

			 Another theory proposes that information—along with matter and energy—might be a fundamental building block of the universe. That’s a mighty big claim to make! Matter and energy are the two big kings of the universe and now we’ve just added a third. But in many ways that theory makes sense. Just as energy is defined by its capacity to do work, information might be defined by its capacity to organize a system. The DNA coded in sentient beings is information. Evolution involves the accumulation of information on what increases the chance of survival.

			(For my Indian readers out there, I confess to thinking it’s life imitating art. We’ve got Matter (Salman), Energy (Shah Rukh), and Information (Aamir) ruling Bollywood in the same way! Ok fine, I know, that’s a stupid comparison, I’ve got to stop being so film obsessed.)

			CONCLUSION AND USING UP MY QUEUE OF Q QUIPS

			Each of these topics could star in its own book, and I could go on with many more examples of how queer all these quanta can be. But I think you get the picture here, and anyway, besides being interesting to nerds, how does that translate to us, if at all?

			I’ll first acknowledge again that any kind of theism slapped onto this is pure conjecture with absolutely no proof behind it. We know that. Moreover, what goes on at a subatomic level does not necessarily translate to a classic, macro level (human scale). Many rules of physics break down when trying to apply them from one arena to another.

			That said, let’s also acknowledge that scientists themselves don’t understand what’s happening. Tremendous work has been done to make progress, but these are puzzles that continue to baffle everyone. So it’s not entirely uncalled for to indulge in a bit of “What if?”

			Take the collapse of the wave function in the double-slit experiment. Once something is observed, its reality locks into place. So … did we all get “observed” into existence too? Were we once just a spectrum of spectral possibilities, drifting aimlessly in the abyss, until someone, or something, peeked—and VOILA!—here we are, wearing pants?

			Were we once soul-energy waves, now collapsed into these highly specific, carbon-based avatars thanks to … temptation? Temptation to experience diverse sensory pleasures in particle form through a physical body?

			Furthermore, does the concept of duality extend to the existence of energy that is not just passive—with forces acting upon it willy-nilly—but active as well—in the form of sentient soul energy endowed with free will? If there can be matter and antimatter, negative charge and positive charge, then why can’t there be passive and active kinds of energy, non-sentient AND sentient? Is our active, sentient energy getting the upper hand in a galactic game of rock, paper, scissors as compared to passive, non-sentient energy? Is that why our observations, participation, and measurements can change the outcome in an otherwise self-contained experiment? Can our active energy trump and control certain kinds of passive energy?

			Are we all entangled quanta, connected to each other and a supreme, sacred source? This has often been insinuated, but there may be some basis for thinking that. Are we all bits of a single subatomic particle from the Big Bang that got split and separated, mirroring each other through complementary actions and behavior? Are twins who can experience each other’s pain an example of entangled matter at a macro level?

			Is information a fundamental building block of the universe, just like energy and matter? Is information entangled in everything? Are we carriers of information from our past—never lost and always retained—through past-life memories, a karmic balance, or spiritual knowledge and wisdom? When our bodies fade, do we emit and preserve our information via a soul-energy-type residue that remains? Is our cosmic graffiti permanently etched into the universe?

			
				
					[image: A humorous depiction of outer space with graffiti written in smoke and stardust near a black hole. The interstellar graffiti reads: "Stephen Hawking was here," "Nancy + Ronald [Heart]," "Gandhi rocks!", and "Elvis was here too," illustrating that people leave a residue behind after death.]
				

			

			Lest I sound like I am trying to hijack real quantum questions and turn them into pseudoscientific spirituality, I’ll stop here. I don’t want to do that. There is no proof of any of these theist-leaning theories. I simply wanted to present lingering mysteries in the universe that may or may not be valid existential clues. One day, we might find indisputable ATHEIST explanations for them all instead—and I’m cool with that too.

			But in general, entanglement, wave collapse, duality, observer effects, and the weird resilience of information do manage to nudge me a few notches towards the theist side. For this reason, I have no qualms in ultimately quantifying quizzical, quantum quagmires a quality 5 on my theISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 5 on the Theism side.]
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			- Ch 13 -

			Karma

			Reason 10

			WHILE GROWING UP, I always believed in the concept of karma. It was a grand balance sheet in the sky, which kept track of all our deeds, good and bad. Karma, or destiny, was the explanation whenever anything went wrong in anyone’s life, or when someone had a huge stroke of luck. Many arranged marriages happened not just because of our conservative culture, but also because there was a belief that a successful or sad marriage was already pre-ordained. So trying to date beforehand and pick a partner wouldn’t make a difference to our future happiness. If destiny was not in our favor because of negative karma earned in the past, there was nothing we could do to avoid the consequence.

			KARMA IN POPULAR MEDIA

			As with past lives, karma was so woven into the fabric of Indian culture that Bollywood movies—especially from the 70s, 80s, and 90s—were full of references and plot lines based on the premise. There is not one Indian film where the villain does something dastardly to the hero and gets away with it—eventually the hero comes back, whether in his old age or another incarnation, and the villain gets the comeuppance he so badly deserves. There is even a famous movie named Karma which starred an A-list of Bollywood celebrities and became a blockbuster upon release.

			Of course, the concept is not just popular in Bollywood. It’s a Sanskrit-based word but it’s gone mainstream. There are multiple songs in the West that refer to karma, including the song “Karma” by Taylor Swift, “Instant Karma!” by John Lennon, and “Bad Karma” by Miley Cyrus, to name just a few. Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets incorporates the theme of reaping what you sow, as do childhood stories like The Fox and the Crane and Cinderella.

			THE LAW OF ATTRACTION

			In fact, in the West, there is also the popular new sibling of karma, often referred to as the law of attraction—where talking, thinking, and visualizing a wish enthusiastically enough is supposed to convince the heavens to grant it.

			
				
					[image: The author, wearing glasses and her hair in a bun, types on a laptop. Her book cover is visible on the screen. She is dreaming of winning a Pulitzer Prize, joining Oprah's Book Club, and becoming a New York Times bestseller, demonstrating the Law of Attraction.]
				

			

			Both involve the channeling of energy with a purpose. But there are some major differences. The law of attraction is about achieving material or worldly goals, karma focuses more on enlightenment. Attraction centers on the here and now, karma is about the longer term, perhaps across several lifetimes. Attraction is more personal fulfillment over charity or ethics, karma targets high-minded, positive actions that benefit others, not just oneself.

			The two are not substitutes for each other, which is probably why the West has adopted the term karma as well, as in I earned some good karma by gifting this book to all of my friends.

			Regardless of what we call it, the notion of a supreme Santa keeping track of naughty and nice, and holding us accountable for our thoughts and actions, is logical on the surface. If we are here to undergo some kind of test, which might span a few lifetimes in order for everyone to have the same chance at passing it (including children who die very young), then perhaps karma is the uniform grading system.

			IDENTIFYING KARMA IN ACTION

			But is there some kind of indication of karma at play here on Earth? Do we get glimpses of it in action? I don’t know. The favored notion is that a person makes their own luck, and while that is valid in many ways, there are times the opposite seems true. There seem to be those who constantly have bad luck, who have been dealt with an unfair number of life challenges, even though they appear to be relatively enlightened souls. Whereas at the other extreme, I encounter people who seem to accomplish with ease what the rest of us struggle to achieve.

			 I especially question the tenet of karma when there are examples of truly odious people who seem to have good things happen to them constantly. I don’t get it. It’s hard to swallow the idea that they were noble enough in a past life to deserve all that, when they appear to be such horrible people in this one. I would think people move forward spiritually, not backwards. That is, if they have gained some wisdom and maturity in a previous life, they would bring it all to this one and build on it. I’m not saying that some formerly angelic people with great karma couldn’t be reborn and slide backwards by committing sins in their current avatars—they can. But in general, I would think people would stay in a similar place or continue progressing. So if the person seems to be someone with questionable ethics and character, yet they have a ton of wealth, support, and privileges (insert your favorite entitled narcissist here), the contradiction can be puzzling.

			Of course, it’s possible that good karma from a past life doesn’t necessarily equate to material blessings or a smooth trip in this one. In fact, it’s a very dangerous slope when trying to correlate someone’s good fortune to whether they deserved it or not. This has been the basis for India’s infamous caste system, a kind of karmic Yelp rating system, where birth into a particular type of family was deemed evidence of how virtuous a person was. 

			It was thought that those born to laborers, servants, butchers, or people in other lower-paying, unpleasant jobs had brought less good karma with them than those born to landowners, merchants, teachers, or others of a higher class. The mentality was that people who were not as blessed in this life must have done something wrong in a previous life to deserve their bad fate.

			
				
					[image: A pyramid depicting the caste system. The bottom level shows the "Untouchables" as latrine and street cleaners. The second level shows the "Shudra" as commoners, peasants, and servants. The third level shows the "Vaishya" as landowners, merchants, and artisans. The fourth level shows the "Kshatriya" as warriors, kings, and rulers. The top level shows the "Brahmin" as priests and teachers.]
				

			

			Yet there could be a myriad of reasons why someone would be born into less-than-desirable circumstances, even with good karma. It’s harder to attain enlightenment when the tempting pleasures of the world are available to us. In many ways, it’s easier to grow spiritually when life is not going well. People seem to reach out to God more often when they are in trouble. A highly advanced soul may have requested to be born into an incarnation with more difficulties so that they would be less distracted by sensory pleasures.

			There might also be situations where a soul has agreed to take on someone else’s karmic debt—like Jesus supposedly did. Or some of us may have requested to be born into less stable financial, geographical, or health situations so that we could teach others how to cope through our own exemplary behavior.

			We don’t know for sure what the cosmic design is for advancement through the ranks, if there is one. So it’s hard to fully assess whether a karmic system really exists in the world.

			MY EXPERIENCE WITH KARMA

			From my own personal experience of whether karma seems to play a part in my life, I sometimes think it does. First of all, I’ll admit that I had some well-deserved karma smack me in the face for something I once did wrong. Yes, I was bullied. I bullied poor Ketan in the third grade—as I confessed in the chapter on NDEs—and then I was cruelly bullied when we moved and I joined a new school. It’s one of the rare instances where karmic justice may have been administered within this lifetime itself.

			Secondly, I can’t be sure, but I sometimes wonder if I may be carrying over karmic debits and credits from a prior incarnation. It seems I am cursed in some areas of life, no matter what I do, and in other ways, the universe seems to have granted me an ongoing streak of success.

			Let’s start with the romance department—aka the Bermuda Triangle of my karma chart. I wasn’t allowed to date until after college—my Indian parents were too strict. The minute I graduated, a switch was flipped and I was pushed to get married as soon as possible. I then had a marriage for a few years that ended in divorce. But I was blessed with a reasonable appearance, intelligence, and other gifts, especially at that younger age, and subsequently, I went on enough dates and had enough choices that I should have been able to click with someone. Yet I’ve been single for most of my life. I won’t go into all the gory details, but while I do blame myself for not having my head screwed on straight, I also feel I just had bad luck in this arena. From day one. What I was looking for was not that hard to find, the powers that be could have matched me with the right person if they so chose. I certainly put in my fair share of effort and emotions into finding someone. It was a high priority for many years. So I wonder if this is one part of my life that has been cosmically red-flagged.

			Now let’s talk about my other karmic black hole—singing. I have tried learning classical Indian music very seriously about six times in my life. I hired a singing teacher, did a religious ceremony to signify my new journey with that guru, imported expensive harmoniums from abroad, bought the school’s sari uniform for the annual function, and practiced every day. There were a few times that I got obsessed with the art, singing five to six hours a day, and hearing my voice improve dramatically as it started sliding effortlessly up and down the scales.

			I kid you not, each time something came along to put a complete halt to any kind of singing practice and prevent me from starting up again for at least a year. By then, I would have gotten busy and couldn’t get back into the routine again. The first time, my singing teacher raised prices and reduced her attention, and there was no one else we could find in her place. This was in the 80s when Indian teachers in the US were scarce.

			The second time, I moved downtown for my job, far away from the nearest teacher. The third and fourth times, major sinus issues and then a sinus operation interfered. The fifth time, I started up again and felt myself really turning a major corner after six months of obsessive practice. Then long-term Covid hit and took my voice away for over a year. Finally recovered, I started again with my sixth and last attempt, determined to beat back my bad fate and control my own destiny. I practiced detailed scales, trained my ear to recognize notes, and attempted advanced lessons I had never been able to do before, wholly immersed in the art and jumping out of bed to sing each day again after resting my throat. And then I got another bout of Covid that lasted eight months and seems to have permanently damaged my singing voice.

			At that point, I realized the universe was probably sending me a very specific message: Please stop singing.

			To make up for these disappointments, I believe the great beyond has benevolently tried to throw me some other bones. Every time I’ve dipped my toe into the housing market, I’ve come out blessed. I don’t know why. I am pretty frugal when it comes to gadgets or driving beat-up cars, but real estate is one of my true loves. I love a clean, upgraded home and will loosen the purse strings when it comes to this asset. I also look at homes online for fun, several times a week, even if I’m not in the market to buy one.

			Whenever I have tried to purchase or rent a home, by myself or with someone else, I end up getting my first choice within the budget I have, even when I am competing against other aggressive buyers. I have had a couple of situations in which I made a ridiculous profit on my home without much effort. I’ve not had the funds to buy too many homes, or upgrade to my dream home overall, but whatever efforts I’ve made in this area seem to pay off.

			Some might say that I get lucky in real estate because of the attention I give it. But that’s not true. I put a TON of energy into romance and raga for years, to the very best of my ability. The universe was hell-bent on flamethrowing obstacles in my way.

			It could all be in my imagination, but it almost feels as if the universe is telling me where it wants me to invest my time. I was an avid folk and semi-classical dancer in my earlier years, devoting a lot of time to it as a serious hobby, teaching classes, and participating in many cultural programs in my community. I also used to host a small-time ethnic television program once a week. Up to my mid-thirties, I was bouncing around everywhere in my South Asian community, organizing or leading. I loved the arts but it was a big time-sink. I wonder if the universe is trying to keep me focused on writing books and doing some charity at this stage of life, and purposely blocking me from putting too much more on my plate. Having a partner or delving into music would require huge chunks of my time.

			Or maybe I did something bad to someone in a previous life, where I engaged in dirty politics at a performing arts competition, or had an affair with a married man (I was told that once by an astrologer). Maybe I did something wrong in those specific areas in a past avatar, so in this birth cycle I am paying for it by having my own wishes unmet. Who knows, but the theist side of me often feels that the universe is holding my destiny in its hands, shaped by the celestial ledger tracking my good and bad karma.

			KARMA IN SCIENCE

			I also wonder if certain scientific principles can be seen as parallels to the way karma is supposed to work. In the last chapter, we talked about a concept called information retention. If the universe really has a memory of all ancient events, then it should remember OUR actions and events too.

			The universe already does caching in a secular fashion—we know that sentient beings, including animals and plants, have genetic coding and basic instincts built on information about how to behave. This information is passed on from generation to generation.

			At a non-secular level, if there is a soul, then it would make sense that it carries forward information as well. Karma, at its core, is the retention of information about a person’s debits and credits, ferried over from one lifetime to the next. If principles such as information entanglement and information as a fundamental building block exist, then they should theoretically apply to everything in the universe, including any soul energy that might remain once we pass on.

			There is Newton’s Third Law of Motion, where “for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.” And there is the somewhat similar principle of cause and effect, which I briefly mentioned in Free Will, where every action—big or small—has a consequence of some kind.

			These principles can manifest themselves in emotional, spiritual, and physical ways. When I was younger, I used to make it a point to wish all my friends and family on their birthdays. That caused them to call me on my birthday as well. Over the years, as I got crazy busy as a serial entrepreneur, I reached out to people less and less. In turn, the calls on my birthday started trickling down. That makes total sense and is understandable—we often get back what we put into something.

			
				
					[image: The author sits on a stool, pushing the first of a long, circular line of dominoes that spell "Happy Birthday." Because she stopped calling people on their birthdays, karma dictates the dominoes will eventually fall all the way around the circle and knock back into her, depicting the idea that people will stop calling her on her birthday, which she says has actually happened to her over the years as she got too busy to remember people's birthdays.]
				

			

			Of course, that’s more of a short-term example of cause and effect. Longer-term patterns are harder to track. But if we continue on after death, then it would only make sense that the universe would apply the same laws to our souls as it does the rest of the cosmos, including information retention, information entanglement, and cause and effect.

			CONCLUSIONS ON KARMA

			I realize that everything I’ve cited in this chapter is rather vague conjecture, as opposed to those where we had more to chew on. Citing my own anecdotal streaks of good and bad luck is not going to be convincing to many of you, and I, myself, am not so sure if it’s just coincidence.

			Trying to analyze whether people’s deeds and morals match with the kind of fortune or misfortune they have been dealt doesn’t work either. The correlation attempt is not only a dangerous slide towards a biased caste system, there is little correlation to be found! Oftentimes, people’s behavior does not seem to warrant the opportunities or obstacles they are given in life. It rather seems the opposite—with bad things happening to seemingly good people, and vice versa.

			In terms of scientific principles that may underlie karma, cause and effect and information retention are theories that should govern us and our actions if they also govern the rest of the universe.  But they are both unproven and remain hypothetical in nature.

			So there isn’t much circumstantial evidence available to prop up the premise of karma. But I confess to still having it on my scoreboard. As someone who grew up in a Hindu household, I cannot shake the logic of karma as a way to track our spiritual growth across lifetimes, and account for discrepancies and injustices in each one. The hope is that karma is the system that keeps things fair, handing out the appropriate rewards and punishments to those who deserve them. To me, karma makes sense in THEORY, even if we can’t see glimpses of it in reality.

			Therefore, the concept of karma—more for its hypothetical balance-sheet policing than for any real-life evidence—appeals at some level to the theist side of me, and I rate it a soft 3 on the ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 3 on the Theism side.]
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			- Ch 14 -

			Miracles

			Reason 11

			WITH THIS CHAPTER, we begin to enter the long-tail section on my ISM scale, where I am highly skeptical of certain concepts offering support for theism, but I am not able to write them off either.

			Miracles might be considered the slightly flashier sibling of karma—with both being part of the universe’s mysterious ledger-keeping system, where rewards and punishments are doled out accordingly. Oxford defines miracles as “a surprising and welcome event that is not explicable by natural or scientific laws and is therefore considered to be the work of a divine agency.”

			Many of my superstitious friends wholeheartedly advise praying for miracles at appropriate times, viewing them as a superdose of karma given to a supposedly deserving candidate in one master stroke. They often fancy themselves to be that deserving candidate.

			There are all sorts of miracles that can happen in any area of life. There are the religious stigmata-type miracles with images of God on burnt toast, whipping everyone up into a frenzy. Or the supposed medical ones performed by “saints” or faith healers in manic, televised, hallelujah-type settings. There have been real medical ones too, where people who had lost all hope found themselves without explanation when their illness or injury made an astounding turnaround.

			In the pre-DNA era, there were miracle reunions of long-lost relatives or friends being reunited through sheer happenstance—a fan favorite on daytime talk shows! And of course, there are always new crops of survival miracles where a person should have been dead but was spared and lived to tell the tale after an airplane crash, bear attack, capsized boat, or other such tragedy.

			Financial miracles can be great fun, especially when they happen when one is most desperate. A friend of mine lost all his money trying to save a formerly thriving business that he had painstakingly built up for almost three decades, during the prime of his life. I watched him for several years, selling off one asset after another, then emptying his 401(k) and personal accounts to stay afloat. It was hard seeing him worry, struggle, and age—he had totally lost hope. Then Covid hit, and the US government—in its infinite bureaucratic wisdom (yes, I’m being sarcastic)—rained financial manna from the CARES Act skies. He raked in what I guesstimate to be almost two million in legal government handouts, and was able to save his business in the nick of time. I didn’t approve of how much he was able to claim, and I think the government gave financial aid to a lot of the wrong people, but it was truly a miracle that seemed to come out of nowhere.

			MIRACLE CONFIRMATION BIAS

			For me, the debate is not around whether miracles happen. Miracles take place all the time, in all sorts of ways. There are many events that we can all attest to having experienced or witnessed—like that which happened to my friend—seeming to come out of nowhere, surprising everyone. The question is whether any of them are godly in nature. Despite the Oxford Dictionary attributing miracles to divine agency, we have no proof that miracles are anything other than a random, statistically low, but possible occurrence that happens every once in a while out of the blue.

			In the spirit of full disclosure, I should admit that my opinion on the matter may be ultra-biased because I have actually had a big honking grudge AGAINST theist-labeled miracles for the past thirty years. Especially the stigmata kind, ranging from figures on burnt toast, to bleeding Jesus wounds, to weeping Virgin Mary statues.

			Around my early twenties, I remember making a special trip to the temple because rumor had it that stone idols in Indian temples around the world were drinking milk. Whether it was a particular deity that was thirsty—or all of the gods—I don’t recall exactly. Google tells me that Lord Ganesha was doing some serious milk guzzling around 1995, which sounds about right. Hordes of my community members were queuing up to witness this spectacle for themselves.

			
				
					[image: A collage of newspaper headlines from September 1995 reporting on the miracle of Lord Ganesha drinking milk. Headlines from The Washington Post, The Independent, Los Angeles Times, Hindustan Times, and Edmonton Journal read: "Maryland Witnesses Hindu Gods Mysterious Thirst for Milk," "Miracle Awes Hindus Worldwide," and "Deities Drink Milk in Tons."]
				

			

			At the temple, I skeptically stood in line behind a well-groomed, seemingly educated woman who was bent down, offering a spoonful of milk to the painted mouth of a stone idol. I was amused at the fact that she was even trying—I expected her to eventually dismiss the whole “miracle” as a hoax when she found that the milk wasn’t being consumed. But over the next few minutes, I watched as the milk slowly dripped from the teaspoon onto the mounds of sand below, which had probably been laid out to absorb the liquid that was spilling all day, every day, during that “miraculous” time of dairy slurping. Hindu temples don’t normally spread sand below the idols, and judging from all that I could see, this new superstition must have been the reason.

			She tried not to make it too obvious that she was surreptitiously shaking the spoon to get rid of the milk, but no one she knew was watching anyway, it was just a crowd of strangers and me. Finally, after about five minutes, when there was still a bit of milk left in the spoon, she triumphantly straightened up (thereby spilling the rest of it), started walking towards her family in another deity line, and proclaimed (in Hindi), “Peeliya! Peeliya! Bhagwan ne mere haath se doodh peeliya!” Translated, this means: “He drank it! He drank it! God has drunk the milk from my spoon!”

			I didn’t catch her family’s reaction because people had already started shoving their way towards the idol to get their turn serving beverages to the Almighty, and I had to arm my way past the crowd to leave the temple. To this day, I remember that event clearly because it was a masterclass in self-deception. It illustrated to me how people can fool themselves and others into imbibing hocus-pocus if they sincerely want to. In hindsight, it’s now said that the whole thing may have started when a porous stone statue absorbed the milk from one person’s spoon, and the perfectly explainable situation was mistaken for something divine.

			
				
					[image: A line inside a temple. A woman in a sari feeds milk to a statue of Ganesha with a teaspoon, but the milk drips continuously onto the sand below. Behind her, a woman resembling the author crosses her arms, looking at the so-called miracle with irritation and skepticism.]
				

			

			The milk-drinking-idol incident may have influenced me to have an extra prejudice against stigmata-type miracles, because I find holes appearing on palms and feet, or deities appearing on burnt toast, to be utterly-butterly ridiculous. These kinds of miracles are not productive. Why in the world would a supreme being waste its time on such silly displays? They help no one. I attribute stigmatic sightings and other such episodes to a coincidental confluence of events that get dramatized and elevated by people’s own confirmation bias.

			MIRACLE MAVERICKS?

			I’m also not very convinced when it comes to faith healers or saints who supposedly have the power to grant requested miracles, usually medical. While society seems more informed and less gullible about such things compared to a few decades ago, we still seem willing to credit certain miracles to phantom forces, even today.

			The Catholic Church requires someone to have performed two officially verified miracles in order to be recognized as a saint. The two attributed to Mother Teresa—who was canonized a saint as recently as 2016—were, in fact, medical in nature. One involved an Indian woman named Monica Besra touching a picture of Mother Teresa from which a light reportedly shone, and doctors confirming shortly thereafter that her large tumor was completely gone. The second miracle was something similar.

			While there is allegedly a process in place where multiple doctors—including those not Catholic or religious—verified that the healing was miraculous in nature because it was fundamentally unexplainable, there was criticism that the doctors were all paid by the Church for their testimony. There have also been accusations that the Sisters who saw the miracle happen refuse to talk about the incident openly.

			I am not so doubtful that this tumor-healing miracle occurred. It may have, given that eleven doctors supposedly verified it did. But it may not have been paranormal. According to Monica’s husband, who was irritated by all the publicity surrounding his wife’s cure, it was just her medicine at work and nothing else. The speed of the recovery may have simply been one of nature’s anomalies kicking in once again. The chances of a miracle-type incident popping up in nature are certainly there—indeed, it would be odd if there WASN’T an occasional unexplainable incident that occurred. With billions of events happening on this planet daily, it’s numerically certain that a few of them will defy normal patterns and predictions.

			I am sure there are many patients who actually felt physically and mentally better by being close to Mother Teresa in the flesh, or simply by thinking of her. In fact, the two medical miracles for which she was credited as part of her sainthood were passive in nature—both patients touched pictures of her or wore something related to her. She did not heal them in person. That is the power of the mind, and we know that hope and the right mind-body connection can greatly improve one’s health. I do find it possible that Mother Teresa could have that effect on people, no doubt. But that’s psychology, not supernatural sorcery.

			It begs the question that if someone like Mother Teresa could bring about such miracles, then why wouldn’t she have healed ALL her patients? Why wasn’t she a miracle maverick? Did she have an annual quota to which she was restricted? Or did her healing properties work only on those who were deserving in the first place? If she had such exalted abilities, one would have thought we would have heard about tons of miracles attributed to her. Yet stories of her miracles were actually few and far between.

			MY MIRACLE

			So far, I’ve done nothing but negate the idea of miracles as intentional blessings. So why, you may ask, am I including it in the theist section of the book? Well … here comes the wishy-washy part … sometimes I do wonder if the miracles I occasionally witness had some angelic hand behind them. For example, the financial resurrection experienced by my friend gave me pause. He was a hard worker, and his business success was one of the few good things life had granted him. When it was taken away, I found it quite unfair. When he got his financial windfall, it almost seemed as if the gods felt he had learned whatever lesson he needed—having become somewhat arrogant over time—and allowed him to return to the path he was previously on.

			I’ve also seen the power of prayer kick in—not often, but once in a while—when someone poured their energy into imploring the heavens to grant a long-shot wish, and it actually came true. To the point where the outcome was almost miraculous, and not something I ever saw coming. This has happened without prayer as well—when it seemed like a person was irreversibly on the wrong path and once they repented, suddenly out of nowhere, their life did a complete 180.

			I feel I may have had a heavenly miracle handed to me once in my life—the survival kind. In 2010, my car slipped on black ice over a bridge, hit the concrete divider, and flipped 360 degrees in the air, landing back upright on the ground in the middle of a busy highway. A few tires flew off when it came thudding down, windows were blown out, the windshield was fully shattered, the airbags deployed, my purse and phone were scattered all over the highway—and I walked out without a scratch. I had some mild body soreness that went away after a few weeks, but I could have been disabled or dead had the car landed the wrong way, and I could have been hit by a car from behind, yet none of that happened. The witnesses who saw my car flip said these exact words: “It was like watching a James Bond movie.” The appraiser for my insurance company called me up as he was photographing my car on their lot, and said in a very concerned voice, “Are you OK? This car is completely totaled!” When I told him I was fine, he actually told me to go buy a lottery ticket because he thought I was that lucky.

			I remember being quite calm when the whole thing was happening, and as I observed my car tilt mid-air, I had this weird, cinematic sense that things had left my hands and entered someone else’s. I was in my extreme theist phase at that time, and as my car finished flipping and was landing back upright on the road, I remember—very DISTINCTLY!—that it felt like some power had my car cradled in its two hands and was laying it gently on the road. I clearly visualized the cupping of my car in two hands in real time, as the accident was coming to an end.

			
				
					[image: An image of the exterior of the author's totaled car. The tires are blown out and flattened, the windshield is crushed, and the car's body is heavily crumpled.]
				

			

			
				
					[image: The interior view of the author's totaled car after an accident. All the airbags are deployed, the windshield and windows are completely shattered, and broken glass covers the front seats.]
				

			

			I came out of that accident newly baptized in belief. I immediately turned vegetarian and kept thinking that I had been spared for a reason and had work to do.

			Sadly, I could not keep up the vegetarianism—as much as I wanted to—but my strong theist views lasted a good ten years. Then, as I read more about the human body, scientific progress, and the universe, atheist doubts crept in. The current agnostic in me realizes that since I was a strong theist when the accident happened, it may have colored what I experienced and resulted in my own confirmation bias. It’s very possible. Nevertheless, I’m not able to shake my vivid memories and the feeling that I was granted some kind of intentional miracle that day.

			CONCLUSION ON COSMIC REWARDS

			In the end, I don’t know what to conclude on this topic. I do know that astounding miracles can happen in circumstances that are truly unexplainable. That is why I have them on my theist list. But I don’t know whether they are evidence of some kind of heavenly accounting system, or they are rare but statistically possible anomalies popping up here and there. Cerebrally, I lean towards the mathematical explanation, but emotionally, I’ve got a few toes dipped in holy water. The objective agnostic in me acknowledges this clue as being weak overall, and I would rate it a tenuous 2 at best on the ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 2 on the Theism side.]
				

			

			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

			(5) Ghosts—theISM 9

			(6) NDEs—theISM 8

			(7) Past Lives—theISM 6

			(8) Kids—theISM 4

			(9) Quantum Quandaries—theISM 5

			(10) Karma—theISM 3

			(11) Miracles—theISM 2

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 15 -

			ESP

			Reason 12

			The ability to perceive information telepathically, outside of the five common senses, is referred to as ESP or extrasensory perception. It can consist of several types of extraordinary sense capabilities such as clairvoyance, precognition, retrocognition, psychokinesis, mediumship, and telepathy. All of these are very different from each other in terms of the senses involved.

			Clairvoyance is a general ability to receive or visualize information not available to the five senses. Precognition is the ability to foreshadow an impending event. Psychokinesis is the ability to move objects with one’s mind, à la Carrie (by Stephen King). Mediums see and talk to dead people. And telepathy—the one I will mostly speak about in this chapter—is the ability to read someone else’s mind. We don’t have room to go into each one in this book, but the main question is whether any of these magical powers exists or not. Even one of them being real would be a staggering find for theism.

			In the Soul Energy chapter, I floated the idea of our brains possibly working like antennas tuned into our unique soul frequency. ESP could be the same thing—but instead of just catching our own station, we accidentally pick up someone else’s signal. A radio or TV station can record a program hundreds of miles away, and transmit it via electromagnetic signals or radio waves to a home’s antenna. In the same way, is it possible that some minds are sensitive to thoughts being subconsciously communicated by others, perhaps by having a more receptive antenna for picking up frequencies and waves that others don’t?

			
				
					[image: A psychic woman with closed eyes wears dark glasses and a turban. An antenna rises from her head to catch ESP signals.]
				

			

			ESP AND ME

			As a teen, I  once had an experience myself with a spooky someone seeming to demonstrate ESP. That someone was a Swamiji who came to the US from India and was held in high regard by our community for his wisdom and alleged supernatural powers. To give me a demo of his skills during our private session, he asked me to write down the answers to three random questions and then fold the scrap of paper several times to hide them. I believe they were (1) my favorite city, (2) a known phone number, and (3) something else which I don’t recall.

			He then “guessed” the answers without ever opening the folds, but he did take it from me and hold it up to his ear so he could “hear the answers better.” I watched him the entire time, and I could swear that he never laid eyes on the paper, but I am also puzzled as to why he had me scribbling instead of just dialing into my mind directly. What really rattled me wasn’t him getting the answers right—it was when he said that I had debated one of them and changed it at the last minute. He was correct. I had started with one city in mind, then switched to another.

			I found his abilities eerie, but now as an adult, I wonder if he had noticed me hesitate when writing and then used that sneaky observation to reverse-engineer a more convincing ESP reading. I don’t know, I was not as attuned to dissecting such experiences back then.

			Regardless, that was the first time I was introduced to the idea of ESP and someone who claimed he had it. I walked away with my very own customized spiritual chants, designed by Swamiji to help me manifest an auspicious future. I didn’t fully buy that he could read my mind, but I was convinced enough to do my “holy homework” for as long as a restless teenager could.

			Another personal anecdote relates to a cousin who lives in the US and was the academic overachiever that Indian families love to brag about. He got a perfect score on his SATs, yes, he was THAT kid. He is intelligent but also claims to have occasional visions, like seeing our grandmother in a dream the night she passed away in India. He says that she came to say goodbye and he didn’t know she had died until he awoke the next morning and heard the news. 

			I can’t say I take him very seriously. His dad—my uncle—believes in palm reading and fortune telling, so my cousin has been exposed to that kind of belief system all his life. It’s common amongst those from my background. My needle has probably budged a smidgen from growing up with an abundance of these stories, but not much.

			ESP IN INVESTIGATIONS

			Moving away from my own personal experiences to something more third-party, it’s interesting to note that psychics who claimed to have visions, or ESP, were sometimes used in a field as authoritative as law enforcement. They have been hired by the police, CIA, FBI, and military, who spent millions of dollars on them. However, much of those efforts was stopped when an analysis of psychic predictions concluded that they had not helped investigations or operations in any significant way. There is no proof of these kooky Madame Moonbeams having solved any crimes on a consistent basis, and currently many institutions—especially police stations—explicitly ban the use of them. Mostly, I suspect they were a novelty in the 20th century when ESP and psychics were still shiny and new. Much of this is now phasing out. It remains to be seen how many institutions will continue to consider them useful sources of information in the future, but there seem to be very few.

			ESP BETWEEN TWINS

			The story of twins who can feel the other’s pain, even when each is in a separate, distant place, is common folklore by now. If one is experiencing a severe headache, the other twin will claim to feel it as well.

			Less common and more eerie are cases of twins separated at birth where they didn’t know each other, but ended up in the same profession or married people with the same first name—as in the case of Jim Lewis and Jim Springer. They were adopted into separate families at birth and reunited at age 39. They grew up just forty miles apart, married first wives named Linda, second wives named Betty, and had dogs named Troy. Both sets of adoptive parents happened to name each boy James, using Jim for short. They had the same interests at school, along with tons of other coincidences. There seemed to be too many improbable parallels. At one point I thought, This has to be made up. But The New York Times posted an article about it in 1979, and they were part of a University of Minnesota study in the same year. So I don’t know if the facts were exaggerated or if they were all true?

			Then there’s the darker side of twin lore, like Elyse Schein and Paula Bernstein, who discovered they’d been separated at birth on purpose as part of a secret research project. Very sci-fi, but unfortunately also reality. They were disturbed by being made innocent guinea pigs and wanted to look into cases similar to their own as part of their healing process. They published their findings in the book Identical Strangers in 2008, where they described finding other twins separated at birth—like them—who also had numerous similarities in common, such as professions, spouses, and pets. So there are many surreal examples of how similar twins can be, even when raised apart.

			Bridgette and Paula Powers are two sisters living in Australia who have been featured on a few news channels for their uncanny ability to speak in sync. Multiple interviews with them online show them being asked a question, and the two answering with almost the exact same words, at the same time, in the same tone—like two matching Alexas. It’s weirdly cool to observe.

			Are these commonalities or connections between all of these twins a result of similar genetic coding only? Or is there some kind of ESP-like entanglement between the twins? I don’t know. How can twins separated at birth give their dogs the same exact name, and marry women with matching names TWICE? How can twins talk in perfect harmony? And if twins really CAN feel each other’s pain, how do we account for that? While there has been no proof of twins being able to actually communicate telepathically under laboratory conditions, there are too many of these extreme stories of coincidence to rule it out entirely.

			
				
					[image: A woman resembling the author has a deadpan expression as she pokes one twin in the chest. The other twin, standing nearby, flinches and says "Ow!", depicting the phenomenon of twins feeling each other's pain from a distance.]
				

			

			ESP AND MENTALISTS

			Note: Please humor me on this one, I know most of you will wonder why I’m including this topic here, but I’m oddly fascinated.

			Mentalists are a growing group of entertainers that continue to puzzle me. I know there are all sorts of brilliant magicians and performers on shows like XGT (X Country’s Got Talent) who demonstrate miraculous mind-reading tricks that look real, but must have some secret behind them. I’m not talking about those. I know they are just illusions.

			However, I’ve got to say that some of the hardcore mentalists truly blow my mind with their work. They are so good that I’m tempted to jokingly ask if they all sold their souls. Obviously, I don’t actually think that—but I seriously don’t understand how they do it. There are one or two countries, in particular, that appear to produce some of the finest mentalists on the planet.

			Uri Gellar, one of the first to appear in the mainstream with his spoon-bending skills and other supposed powers, was even investigated and debunked by the CIA at one point. So I know this stuff isn’t real. But one of his appointed successors, Lior Suchard, gives me the heebie-jeebies with some of his performances. He strikes terror in a wide range of celebrities with his antics too, I’m not the only one. He’s been on The View, Good Morning America, Jay Leno, Larry King, Ellen, and Piers Morgan, and worked with celebrities such as Barbra Streisand, Minnie Driver, Owen Wilson, Jennifer Lopez, Kanye West, and a long list of others. He’s spooked quite a few of them. There is an online video where Harry Connick Jr. literally leaps off the stage and runs away when he can’t take any more of Lior’s crazy guesswork. In another, Dr. Phil’s wife, Robin, genuinely looks like she’s trying to hide her thoughts when she physically flinches as Lior comes on the show and offers to demonstrate his skills. He does things like guess debit card pins or names of first loves. Maybe first crushes for celebrities are buried somewhere in some media article on the net, but how does he guess PIN codes?

			If you watch enough of Lior’s videos, he appears eager to do as many demos as possible, at the drop of a hat. Unlike most magicians—who seem to prefer doing their tricks just a few careful times in select, controlled conditions when performing—Lior will keep doing them in rapid succession, impromptu, squeezing more into the show even when the host and audience think he is done. He’s a telepathic Energizer Bunny. It doesn’t seem typical of what one sees with most entertainers.

			It’s not just one-on-one presentations that he does. He appears able to hijack the minds of entire audiences. He will ask the audience to draw a picture, and I’ve seen videos where over a hundred people drew the same image on their own (a five-pointed star), with maybe just a few stragglers. It was an unreal, jaw-dropping moment. Even the host put his hands up to his face in shock. It’s hard to know how Lior staged that. It would seem almost impossible to fake that with such large groups of people on national TV. Perhaps telling people to draw an object within a circle might have forced the star image, but still … it seems quite freaky. (Unless they’re all in on it?)

			
				
					[image: A talk show host throws his hands up in surprise. A mentalist has asked the audience to draw an image, and every single person has drawn a star, showing the mentalist subconsciously conveyed the shape to the entire room.]
				

			

			I’m not THAT gullible when it comes to mentalists, I have seen one perform in real life and wasn’t super impressed. He used a book that he had brought with him to help “read” the mind of individual audience members. I figured there was something in the book that limited or forced particular words, with maybe some skilled guessing on top once the choices were narrowed. He was reasonably talented in mental sleight of hand, but he did not actually have ESP. If he did, he would not need to use props such as a book. The Swamiji I met as a teenager was likely a cunning mentalist also.

			Yet I have watched Lior Suchard’s videos, trying to see where the props are—and while he does often have them in the form of paper and pen for people to write thoughts down, it still seems difficult to figure out exactly how his tricks work.

			In addition to hypothetical mind-reading, Lior has done telekinesis-type stunts where he has made a pair of sunglasses flip around on a lap or table. Explanatory videos posted by critics have shown how to duplicate parts of the stunt using thin, invisible fishing wire. Illuminating, for sure, but they are not able to explain the whole trick.

			Furthermore, Lior has demonstrated supposed abilities to predict the future. He publicly guessed the number of votes in an Israeli government election ten days before the event. He also predicted the score of an Indian vs Australian cricket match to within a few wickets. We’ll talk more about fortune-telling in the next chapter. But that trick was not easy to dissect. It was quite perplexing to all those who witnessed it. These occurrences are documented online if you’re looking to observe them for yourself.

			I’m gushing about mentalists here, but of course, I don’t genuinely think any of them can read minds. If mentalists had the power to guess someone’s PIN code or a future game score, wouldn’t a few of them be tempted to put those skills to negative use and predict the next lotto number or winning bet in Vegas? They could become filthy rich, though we’d likely hear about their illegal gains eventually. It doesn’t add up. So I’m not saying I believe that mentalists have ESP per se. But they are able to transmit SOMETHING subconscious to receptive minds, if they can get entire audiences to doodle the same picture together on TV. It seems like it’s flirting awfully close to the line of extrasensory abilities in some spine-chilling way.

			ESP DEBUNKED

			Besides government investigations into mentalists and ESP, and their subsequent dismissal of the same, other attempts to prove out ESP have met with a similar fate. Dr. Ian Stevenson, who was a pioneer in past-life studies as we discussed in an earlier chapter, also dabbled in research on other mystical phenomena like ESP. As with past lives, his claims on ESP were not taken seriously because they relied on anecdotes.

			The famous skeptic James Randi, who offered a never-claimed reward of $1 million to anyone who could demonstrate paranormal powers under verifiable conditions, did a lot to debunk cases of ESP. He publicly duplicated Uri Gellar’s spoon-bending illusion and other mind-reading feats using standard magic techniques. I don’t think he explained all of the tricks that mentalists like Lior have performed, but he made a huge dent in their credibility. The one where James Randi showed himself bending a spoon like Uri Gellar was particularly damning when it was aired on live TV.

			More recently in 2011, the work of Daryl Bem, a psychologist and professor at Cornell University, came under fire. Bem conducted extensively documented experiments that followed all scientific protocols, and used significant sample sizes to show that subjects could demonstrate ESP under the right circumstances. An uproar followed when his work was published by prestigious scientific journals. He was subsequently disparaged by a huge surge of critics who were angry that his claims made it past the supposedly strict gatekeepers of such renowned publications. Especially because his work spurred others to try and duplicate his findings, and was the catalyst for a lot of brainpower and money being devoted to the effort. It was deemed a waste because none of them were successful in presenting a real case of ESP, and Bem’s work was discredited.

			MIND READING IN SCIENCE

			Now if we put aside the superstitious, unsubstantiated part of ESP, there are some new developments within medicine and science that appear to mimic mind-reading, especially when it comes to helping paralyzed patients regain some mobility. At one point, I was confused about how that worked and whether it involved something akin to ESP. I eagerly investigated.

			One of the earlier attempts to help paralyzed patients use their minds to move machinery, or execute commands, involved sensors attached to the forehead. These sensors could detect different brain wavelengths, like low-frequency mu waves or higher-frequency beta waves. The signals were then transmitted to the patient’s wheelchair, which was programmed to read the patterns and move the chair forward, backward, or stop accordingly.

			
				
					[image: A man in a wheelchair sits with a laptop on his lap. He wears a cap with electrodes connected to his brain and body, attempting to read his mind and navigate the wheelchair using only mental signals.]
				

			

			More recently, we’ve made further advancements by having a chip directly implanted into a patient’s brain, offering even more complex functionality, such as playing chess, emailing, and browsing the net.

			Some might say this is not so different from a lie detector test being able to read internal bodily signals—like stress, increased brain activity, or extra hormone release—to determine whether a subject might be lying. I think it is significantly different. Lie detectors rely on numerous holistic bodily signs, and involve multiple machines and inputs to make a binary determination of truth-telling or not. There might be a blood pressure cuff, finger sensors for sweat, breathing tubes, chest bands for heart rate, and a chair pad sensor for movement, along with other devices.

			Mind-controlled setups are thought to be a bigger achievement because the brain is a much smaller part of the body to read, and there are multiple, varied commands that are being tracked.

			I realize that ESP is not involved at all, it’s not the same animal. First, ESP involves the hypothetical transmission of thoughts through the air, from one person to another, instead of through sensors or electrodes. Second, extrasensory messages can supposedly come from people far away, perhaps from another city, state, or realm. Third, those with ESP or psychic vision claim to read more complicated and nuanced relays, such as the kidnapper and hostage are in the abandoned factory or Colonel Mustard was in the library with a candlestick.

			That kind of thing seems to be science fiction for now. But—despite ESP being a distinct skill from the mind-reading done through technology—I do think it’s telling that we can make a wheelchair or computer move based on electrical impulses downloaded from the brain. It shows that the mind DOES send out differing signals and frequencies that can be read by an objective third party. Right now we have no proof that other humans can decode those signals, but we do know that machinery can.

			HEIGHTENED SENSES IN ANIMALS

			In addition to electrodes and machines, we have another instance where a third party can receive a signal or frequency that humans typically find out of bounds. That third party would be animals.

			The animal kingdom is full of creatures who have powerful senses that we humans don’t. Of course, I’m not equating their extra senses to a paranormal-type ESP, but I think it’s helpful to refresh our memories on the kinds of things they can do that humans can’t. It just goes to show the wide range of senses that sentient beings can have in general.

			The most common example, of course, is dogs being able to hear high-pitched frequencies that we humans cannot. We can hear them up to 20 kHz, whereas dogs can hear up to 45 kHz. Bats are at 100 kHz, dolphins at 150 kHz, and moths at 300 kHz. We humans think we are higher up on the evolutionary chain, but in some ways we are just the clunky base model.

			We know that animals like birds can sense an impending storm, volcanic eruption, or other natural disaster by detecting shifts in the wind or temperature. Dogs growl when they sense the presence of an intruder nearby through ground tremors. Cats can allegedly sense the spectral from changes in energy—they have been known to hiss or be skittish in places thought to be haunted. If I ever muster the courage to stay overnight in a cemetery to see if ghosts are real, I’m taking a few tabbies with me as my canaries.

			Sharks, rays, and other aquatic animals can detect electrical fields produced by different organisms, helping them to hunt. Some fish and insects can see ultraviolet light. Many migratory birds and animals can use the Earth’s magnetic field for navigation. The list goes on.

			It’s compelling to note that these kinds of extra senses do exist in sentient beings, even if they’re more prevalent in the animal kingdom than the human race. But it makes it more conceivable that a small subset of humans might have some additional senses that the rest of us do not.

			EXTRASENSORY PLAUSIBILITY

			It’s true that ESP has never been proven, despite the tantalizing $1 million prize offered by the late James Randi. I remember ESP being a popular idea when I was growing up in the 80s and 90s. But now the stories we used to hear about ESP have largely faded from the mainstream.

			I highly doubt that the plethora of mediums, psychics, and tarot card readers have real powers. I’m sure most of them are just great entertainers or magicians able to offer the illusion of ESP. The mentalists still spook me with their ability to subconsciously influence large swaths of audience members, though I would stop short of saying they have ESP. Because I have not come across one reasonable example of someone with ESP, I remain mostly unimpressed.

			However, the whisperings that we hear of people with supposed psychic abilities, the advances in brain-reading technology, the strange synchronicity between twins, the extra senses possessed by animals, and—let’s not forget—the mystery of communication between entangled quanta, all stop me from dismissing the concept outright. And so, regardless of any concrete proof thus far, ESP does have a place on my theist listicle—my theisticle!—but at a long-tail, teeny-tiny 1 on the ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 1 on the Theism side.]
				

			

			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

			(5) Ghosts—theISM 9

			(6) NDEs—theISM 8

			(7) Past Lives—theISM 6

			(8) Kids—theISM 4

			(9) Quantum Quandaries—theISM 5

			(10) Karma—theISM 3

			(11) Miracles—theISM 2

			(12) ESP—theISM 1

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 16 -

			Astrology

			Reason 13

			IN THE LAST chapter we talked about telepathy, a type of ESP. In this chapter, we’ll look at its even more popular sibling—fortune telling. According to IBISWorld, a global market research company, the psychic services industry in the US alone was recently estimated to be a jaw-dropping $2.3 billion. That’s right, SUCKERS! That’s BILLION with a B! Yes, I’m talking to you. I’m also talking to myself. I think almost all of us have contributed some shekels to the $2.3 billion and had our fortunes read in some way or another, either through tarot cards, a medium, palmistry, or horoscope analysis. I’ve certainly paid for a few readings in my lifetime (well, not directly, but I’ve had family pay on my behalf  … more on that story later).

			I personally haven’t witnessed anyone’s horoscope readings come true, although there have been legendary tales of it happening from my superstitious Indian family. Most of them embrace astrology wholeheartedly. In fact, it’s a whole national pastime, especially for those in my parents’ generation. Back then, it was common for at least a few relatives to formally study the art of palmistry and reading horoscopes—my aunt did her PhD in it—and then offer to read everyone’s hands at family functions. In fact, I used to see it deployed as a convenient pickup technique by cunning young men who would offer to read the delicate palms of the fairer sex at parties, and use it as an excuse to be in contact. I was one such “pickee” of palmistry pickup lines on a few occasions. I don’t recall being as excited by the khadi-clad Casanova trying to woo me as I was by the prospect of being told of my impending riches and fame.

			
				
					[image: A handsome young man in a khadi kurta shirt holds a woman's hand, using palm reading as an excuse to flirt. His thought bubble shows a romantic heart. The woman, who resembles the author, smiles slyly with a thought bubble filled with money, only caring if the reading predicts she will be rich and famous.]
				

			

			I remember being guarded at the time, but overall open to the idea that palm reading might be legit. In fact, once I was on a plane that hit a lot of turbulence and was pitching violently, and I calmed my scared self down by looking at the line on my palm showing my supposedly long life. True story.

			NATAL ASTROLOGY LOGIC

			That said, I’m now quite underwhelmed by palm reading, but I do have to admit that there is some plausibility to how Indians claim to read horoscopes. While occasionally they will ask each other for their sun sign (mine is Taurus), they don’t really subscribe as much to popcorn astrological ideology like the twelve sun signs or tarot cards. That seems to be more popular on the Western side of the world. After all, Hitler was a Taurus too, and I’d hope lumping me into the same astrological bucket would seem wrong. (Although Shakespeare was also thought to be a Taurus, and that seems juuuuust right!) While sun signs are fun to talk about, our horoscope readings are based on a more involved mathematical process using natal astrology.

			Natal astrology is based on a trajectory compiled from birth date, birth time, and latitude with longitude (or general city of birth if exact coordinates are not available). I compare it to knowing the unique place and time that a branch was placed in the river of life—the branch being us when we were born—and being able to predict the flows and currents of the river based on that initial placement point. Theoretically, no two babies can be born with the exact same coordinates—even if they are born on the same date, at the same time, in the same city, they can’t be born at the exact same latitude and longitude. Even twins are born a few seconds apart. Although all of those exact coordinates are never really tracked to the minute decimal, that is the rationale behind the theory.

			Natal astrologers claim that when we are born, we can determine the trajectory we are on for this particular incarnation as a human based on calculations of different planets, stars, and other celestial bodies and their energy fields. Unlike the generalized horoscopes of the twelve sun signs, natal astrology is based on a unique calculation for each individual. Using the time and location details (mine is April 23, 1972, 7:26 AM, Chicago, IL), the astrologer comes up with a customized prediction for the set of coordinates. Instead of just twelve signs, there are infinite possibilities—which makes more sense to me. I always thought it strange that billions of us were being categorized within a limited set of parameters. On the contrary, each of us has our own unique interstellar timestamp.

			A natal astrologer would use my natal chart to predict when I might have a good period coming up, and how long a difficult one might last. He might see that I had an average childhood, and foresee a much better adulthood. He might tell me to expect marriage during a particular year. He might warn me to be careful during a certain three-month period, because the influence of the energy field of a particular planet is strong and may present me with negative temptations.

			Natal astrology attributes specific properties to each planet, star, or moon and its energy field. For example, Saturn is considered a strong planet, one that can bring wisdom, fame, and strength if present in the right coordinates, but also sorrow, difficulties, and destruction when in a malefic position. It’s moody and bipolar!

			
				
					[image: An astrological natal chart filled with symbols and lines, drawn to predict a horoscope based on exact birth time, place, latitude, and longitude.]
				

			

			In full disclosure, I have no idea how to read this particular chart, it’s uber-mathematical. Several family members have taken astrology courses and learned how to draw up these complicated charts, as well as interpret them. As I mentioned earlier, my aunt even earned her PhD in the field. One of them could look at this chart and make sense of it. I am simply including it here so you can be impressed by how technical it all is.

			ASTROLOGY AS A SCARE TACTIC

			In fact, my aunt used her supposed astrological ammunition to craftily dictate when her son (my cousin) got married and had kids. I promise you I am not making this up, and any Indian reading this will have no doubts about what I’m saying. Our parents are master manipulators! My aunt would scare my cousin into thinking that if he didn’t do certain things at the time she desired, bad things would occur. I remember my cousin called me one night, worried about a dilemma he was facing. He had just gotten into a marriage that was arranged by my aunt, who chose the girl for him based on their horoscope match. That was the first push. Now immediately afterwards, she was pressuring my cousin and his new wife to have kids. She said that if they didn’t have kids right away, they would not be able to have any in the future. In other words, something would go wrong and they would remain childless the rest of their lives.

			My cousin wanted to enjoy his newlywed period and wait at least a year or two before starting a family. He married young, in his early twenties, and the two of them had plenty of time biologically. He called to ask me what to do—should he listen to his mother and have kids right away, or wait some time? I don’t remember what advice I gave—I was a naive fool back then—but I like to think that I ultimately told him to ignore the superstition and to party on. However, he was too nervous to take a chance and unsurprisingly, I had a new niece barely a year later.

			QUESTIONABLE ASTROLOGY READINGS

			When not being used as a weapon, astrology is also used by many as a soothing spiritual binky. When I was divorced many years ago and still young enough to marry again—but not seeming to do so—my worried parents dragged me to all sorts of astrologers to try and ascertain my future. They were comforted to learn that conventional stability was in the cards for me eventually.

			
				
					[image: A natal chart drawn onto the base of a baby's pacifier, illustrating the concept that some people use astrology readings and predictions as soothing "spiritual binkies."]
				

			

			I took it quite seriously back then, but the skeptic in me had also begun to appear. I concocted a small experiment at that time. There was a famous astrologer who traveled all over India with a retinue of staff, and he came to my parents’ hometown one fine day. He had this elaborate, mysterious process that entailed long waiting times and an elite feeling of being one of the few who could afford his hefty fees and get their future read by him and his cosmic cronies. My parents—being the sweet, unsuspecting people that they were—told me how this famous astrologer had been written up in the newspapers and was known for his accurate predictions, including one that supposedly came true for someone we knew. I was dragged to the first reading slot available and went through the whole shebang, complete with (1) esoteric scribblings etched into ancient palm leaves from which I had to choose, (2) a notebook filled with the ensuing customized horoscope written in some little-known Indian language by the elusive astrologer who stayed unseen, like the Wizard of Oz, and (3) his cronies bringing the precious notebook to me and translating the cryptic horoscope onto a tape recording, which I saved for many years. I admit I was a bit awed by the whole seven-course horoscope buffet and hopeful that many of the nice things they said might come true.

			Then, next year, when my brothers visited and were dragged to the same astrologer, I decided to conduct a little test. I would go again and see if the crew would remember me and come up with the same predictions. They didn’t on both counts—remember me, or come up with the same horoscope. When I confronted them about the discrepancy and asked why my readings were so completely different, the main lackey looked startled by my trickery. He asked in an irritated voice why I had come again if I’d gotten it done before. Till then I had taken them somewhat seriously, but upon hearing no proper answer and seeing their reaction, I promptly lost all trust in these godly goons. Sure enough, none of those horoscope predictions has come true to this day. I was told I’d have health problems during a certain time, but also get to meet influential people (didn’t happen). I was told I’d have kids and marry. Nope and nope—at least not yet. And I’m a 54-year-old woman—not George Clooney—so at least one of those ships has sailed.

			In one horoscope reading, they said this would be my last incarnation and I would achieve enlightenment after death. In the other, they said I would be reborn. In one, they said I had an affair with a married man in my past life, and the curses of his wife were the reason I may never remarry. In the other, they said something else. Predictions between the two readings were not much of a match.

			Although there is one thing that has caught my attention from these and other readings … I have had a few astrologers say that I will become widely known for my work one day, to the point where I may make an unusual amount of money and have people occasionally seek my autograph. My uncle, who loved to read horoscopes, first voiced it to me when I was in my teens. He said I would see an unusual amount of struggle—personally and professionally—during the first part of my life, but enjoy great success in the latter half. He guesstimated it would happen sometime after my mid-forties. Little else has matched across these readings—I’ve gotten about ten to fifteen over my lifespan. The predictions about my personal life, past life, or afterlife have been all over the place. But the predictions about my professional trajectory have been more aligned—the common elements being money and fame.

			I don’t let myself get too starry-eyed with such coincidences. These similar pronouncements may be due to the way that astrologers are taught to read natal charts. Perhaps there is some mathematical formula they all follow that leads them to reach similar conclusions in various areas. That doesn’t mean the calculation is an accurate prediction of my future—it could be flapdoodle taught uniformly to everyone through these natal astrology courses that causes them to output consistent fiddle-faddle on the other end. I can certainly tell you that no such thing has come true so far. I work full-time to pay my bills and I don’t even think my postman could recognize me. It’s been a humdrum life so far.

			Therefore, I’m not subjecting myself to another horoscope reading again. Ever. Unless I make lots of money and become famous. In which case, I may get creeped out that something came true and end up joining my fellow believers at the temple, fervently praying to my newly adopted gods and feeding them milk.

			CULTURAL QUICKSAND

			For now, I haven’t witnessed successful prophecies attributable to horoscope readings for myself, family, or friends. I don’t see this topic mentioned with a lot of seriousness in the media or by public figures either, as compared to first-person testimonies of hauntings, NDEs, or other supernatural phenomena. We do see shows like Long Island Medium debut from time to time, but they appear to fall more in the entertainment category than anything else.

			So why am I including fortune-telling or horoscope reading on my list, even as a long-tail? I guess it’s because I’ve been so brainwashed with this nonsense from my birth that I can’t shake it entirely. Too many of my community members—high-achieving surgeons, scientists, engineers, mathematicians, and more—swear by such astrology. It’s in our Indian blood. Like quicksand, my cultural indoctrination pulls me in.

			As I said, I’m not really sold on the power of tarot cards or the simplistic set of twelve sun signs. But the explanation of natal astrology incorporates celestial energy, precise patterns and mathematical calculations, reincarnation, and karma trajectories, and makes sense to me in many ways. It has a coherent logic to it. I may also be swayed by a few of the similarities that have popped up in my horoscope readings, even if nothing has come true yet.

			Furthermore, I would include in the fortune-telling category the ability for people to have visions of certain events in the future such as an impending car accident, or to predict the final score of a game like Lior Suchard supposedly did. (I know, I know! The hardcore naysayers out there are yelling at me as they read this. But how did he do it?!!) I’ve heard enough of these supposedly true foreshadowings of specific incidents that I can’t shake them completely.

			Am I being gullible? Maybe. For now, I can’t help but rate fortune-telling and natal astrology a tentative 2 on the ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 2 on the Theism side.]
				

			

			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

			(5) Ghosts—theISM 9

			(6) NDEs—theISM 8

			(7) Past Lives—theISM 6

			(8) Kids—theISM 4

			(9) Quantum Quandaries—theISM 5

			(10) Karma—theISM 3

			(11) Miracles—theISM 2

			(12) ESP—theISM 1

			(13) Astrology—theISM 2

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 17 -

			Archaeological Finds

			Reason 14

			THIS LAST POINT ranks the lowest on my ISM scale. Just because we have found evidence that people and places mentioned in holy books actually existed, does not mean they were supernatural in nature. I realize that religion was a way to understand the world, back when science was not yet advanced. The religiously inclined may have simply projected their own mystical interpretations upon ordinary events. And with the printing press not coming into existence until the 1500s, mankind initially relied on word of mouth, via a worldwide game of telephone, to relay news and keep history alive. Old wives’ tales and folklore abounded.

			
				
					[image: A row of people illustrating oral tradition. A woman resembling the author whispers to the man next to her, "He was a great man." That man whispers to the next, "He was a pious man." The next whispers, "He was a holy man." The final woman turns to the audience and says, "He was the Son of God," showing how religious stories evolve over time.]
				

			

			It’s telling that no new major religion has been founded in recent centuries. Obviously, science has done a good job of taking on the role of being able to explain things like disease, natural disasters, and other mysteries.

			So to give you a disclaimer in advance, I’m near 0 on the ISM scale when it comes to archaeological breakthroughs that may corroborate religious events, people, or places. Simultaneously, I get a chill when I think about the nuggets of history these discoveries might be confirming. Whether they were or not, a handful of mavericks managed to convince billions over the following centuries that they and their thoughts were directly connected to God. That kind of impact is mind-boggling to conceive! Entire swaths of the 8 billion people on Earth today still follow the ancient dictates of thinkers and orators long gone. Talk about having the X Factor!

			THE GREAT FLOOD (CHRISTIANITY)

			For example, a select number of events in the Bible may have been corroborated by paintings, artifacts, archaeological sites, and other texts. The great flood, as written in the Bible, with Noah’s Ark and the hoarding of food, plants, and animals, seems to have also been referenced in The Epic of Gilgamesh, a poem from ancient Mesopotamia written years before the Bible:

			Into the midst of it thy grain, thy furniture, and thy goods, thy wealth, thy woman servants, thy female slaves … the animals of the field all, I will gather and I will send to thee, and they shall be enclosed in thy door.

			The Gilgamesh Epic tells the tale of a superhuman king and his search for everlasting life, and is considered one of the oldest known stories on record. It was inscribed on approximately twelve clay tablets, of which we still have some fragments. 

			
				
					[image: A fragment of the Epic of Gilgamesh, showing an inscribed stone tablet covered in ancient cuneiform script.]
				

			

			The exaggeration of the flood—involving the saving of every animal genus amid the devastation of the entire world—is obviously suspect. Nevertheless, the fact that such a massive event was mentioned in two major writings from that era, with numerous similarities, does give historians the sense that a major natural flooding disaster of some kind actually occurred. It has been speculated that those who wrote the Bible might have, in fact, drawn from the Gilgamesh Epic and “borrowed” the story of the flood, in which case the two stories would not be authenticating each other per se, but one a copy of the other. No one knows for sure, but the flood depicted in the Gilgamesh Epic was said to be an eerie mirror of that which has been described in the Bible.

			POOL OF SILOAM (CHRISTIANITY)

			Furthermore, the Pool of Siloam, where Jesus supposedly cured a blind man by having him bathe his eyes in the water, lies in present-day Jerusalem. It is located at the end of Hezekiah’s Tunnel, the aqueduct that once brought water from the Gihon Spring into the city. 

			It was constructed around 6 BC and discovered in 2004 when workers were repairing a sewage pipe near the spring. It was thought to have measured approximately 225 feet x 190 feet, so it was quite massive. It may have been used as a communal pool for ritual baths. 

			FUN FACT: Not surprisingly, there are many eye clinics around the world today named SILOAM.  

			
				
					[image: An artist's reconstruction of the ancient Pool of Siloam, depicting the biblical scene where Jesus instructed a blind man to wash his eyes, curing him.]
				

			

			
				
					[image: A real photograph of the stone steps of the Pool of Siloam, taken after the site was uncovered by archaeological excavators.]
				

			

			TRIAL OF JESUS (CHRISTIANITY)

			There’s also possible evidence for the existence of Caiaphas (first name thought to be Joseph), the high priest who presided over the trial of Jesus and plotted against him, according to the gospels. A tomb was discovered in Jerusalem in 1990 when a construction team was bulldozing nearby, and various ossuaries—boxes that used to hold bones of the deceased—were also found. One in particular was especially decorated, and inscribed with the words Joseph, son of Caiaphas. The bones of a 60-year-old man were found inside. They are suspected to have been the remains of that very same Caiaphas. It’s considered one of the most important finds in both Jewish and Christian history.

			
				
					[image: A real photograph of the ornate stone ossuary of Joseph Caiaphas, the high priest who condemned Jesus to death.]
				

			

			I may not be a Christian, but I still have great respect for Jesus, even if he was just an ordinary man who did extraordinary deeds. I’m not a sentimental person normally, but even the atheist side of me is moved when I see a centuries-old relic possibly connected to Jesus and his storied life.

			MAHABHARATA (HINDUISM)

			The fabled Mahabharata war was allegedly fought between two groups of cousins for the throne of Hastinapura, and served as the basis for many of the philosophical teachings of the Bhagavad Gita. It was calculated to have occurred sometime between 3100 and 1000 BC. As with Christian lore, this Hindu event may have been corroborated by various kinds of indirect evidence over the years. Artifacts resembling weapons, helmets, tools, chariots, and pottery have been found from that period of almost 3000 to 5000 years ago. And several Hindu texts make reference to the Mahabharata as a historical event, as well as to the kings and kingdoms mentioned in the war.

			Additionally, some of the locations referenced in the Mahabharata have been identified as real places. Hastinapur is located in Uttar Pradesh, India. Indraprastha is in present-day Delhi. The city of Dwarka, fabled home of Lord Krishna, may have been found underwater off the Gujarat coast. Scuba diving expeditions to visit this possible Dwarka site are popular, from which more artifacts have been brought up to the surface.

			Interestingly, there are numerous fake images online depicting this underwater site that appear something straight out of a fairy or fantasy tale. As gorgeous as those depictions are, none of them are authentic. Instead, the real structures that have been uncovered consist of a few evenly piled rocks that may have been former walls, along with some odd-shaped stones with holes that may have served as anchors in the port city. That’s all. For this reason, there continues to be a debate on whether the underwater discovery is really Dwarka, or a city at all. 

			Please note that unlike the other photographs in this chapter, the image below is not a real one. Permission to publish from the government of India could not be obtained, so I recreated a simulation to give you some idea of the findings to-date. You can find the real photos online.

			
				
					[image: A diver underwater looks at a few rectangular stone bricks stacked on top of each other, alongside another angular brick and a stone-shaped anchor with a hole in it, representing the lost city of Dwarka.]
				

			

			RAM SETU (HINDUISM)

			There is another famous remnant of Hindu mythology in the form of a bridge, about 30 miles long by 2 miles wide, which connects India to Sri Lanka. Hindus refer to it as Ram Setu. Ram Setu was supposed to have been built by Lord Rama’s army of monkeys and soldiers sometime around 7000 to 4000 BC, when he was trying to rescue his kidnapped wife from an evil villain named Ravana, who stole her away to Lanka (likely Sri Lanka).

			There are those who question whether the bridge was man-made, with intense ongoing debates between opposing sides in India—devotees vs scientists. Diving teams have been sent to determine if the stones and structure of the bridge are natural formations or not. Based on what I’ve read, I lean towards the skeptical side, placing my bets on the bridge being a beautiful miracle of nature, perhaps a result of the two lands of India and Sri Lanka drifting apart.

			Muslims also make reference to it, calling it Adam’s Bridge. They speculate that Adam’s Peak—the place where Adam may have fallen to Earth from Paradise—was in Sri Lanka, and Adam crossed over to India using that same bridge. Unlike Hindus, however, Muslims don’t claim that the bridge was built by anyone.

			Either way, I find the famous bridge intriguing, especially because it was mentioned in one of Hinduism’s most sacred religious fables from centuries ago—the Ramayana—and remains largely intact to this day.

			
				
					[image: A bridge between India and Sri Lanka composed of limestone and natural rocks, which were said to have been purposely placed there by an army of Lord Rama during the Ramayana.]
				

			

			BUDDHA’S BIRTHPLACE (BUDDHISM)

			Moving on to Buddhism, the gardens of Lumbini—currently situated in modern-day Nepal—were said to have been the birthplace of Lord Buddha in the 5th or 6th century BC, with some pinning it down to the year 563 BC. Ancient texts reference his mother, Maya, giving birth in a Lumbini grove, holding onto the branch of a tree, while en route to visit her parents’ home. The site was buried over the centuries, but later rediscovered during excavations that revealed possible remains of Buddhist monasteries dating back to the 3rd century BC.

			In 1890, a pillar was found there bearing a 3rd-century BC inscription that alluded to the place being that of Lord Buddha’s birth. Called the Ashoka pillar, it was erected about 300 to 400 years after the Buddha’s death by the emperor Ashoka in 249 BC.

			
				
					[image: The Ashoka Pillar being discovered and excavated from the ground.]
				

			

			Although the telephone-game effect can distort religious stories over long stretches of time—as often happens with oral tradition—the pillar is a precious, hard-core piece of evidence that the Buddha truly existed. The pillar’s inscription is one of the oldest known in Nepal and says the following in ancient Brahmi script:

			King Piyadasi (Ashoka), beloved of the Devas, in the twentieth year of his coronation, visited Lumbini and paid his homage. Recognizing that the Buddha, the sage of the Sakyas, was born here, he had a stone railing built and a pillar erected. Because the Lord was born here, the village was freed from some taxes and required to pay only one-eighth.

			
				
					[image: A close-up of the Ashoka Pillar and its inscription, which states that King Ashoka visited the location because the Buddha was born there, and in his honor, he would relieve the nearby villagers of certain taxes.]
				

			

			UNESCO officially recognizes Lumbini as the birthplace of the Buddha as well, based on evidence it has evaluated.

			
				
					[image: The Ashoka Pillar as it stands today in front of a white temple.]
				

			

			BODHI TREE (BUDDHISM)

			Other potential glimpses of the Buddha’s life can be seen in the Bodhi trees thought to be descendants of the original Bodhi tree under which the Buddha gained enlightenment.

			While that original tree was destroyed, saplings from its seeds were planted in various parts of India and the world. It is thought that at least one of those direct descendants remains. Named the Jaya Sri Maha Bodhi tree, it is located in Sri Lanka and is estimated to have been planted around 288 BC. That would mean it’s over 2300 years old. I didn’t think it was possible for a tree to survive for that many centuries, but I checked, and apparently it can. In fact, it’s widely regarded as the oldest living human-planted tree with a known date.

			The original tree under which the Buddha is said to have meditated was located in Bodh Gaya, in the Gaya district of Bihar, India. After it was destroyed and its saplings distributed around the world, including Sri Lanka, the original one in Bihar was replaced with a new one. It is at that location, in Bihar, that the Buddha is presumed to have meditated without moving for seven weeks straight and attained enlightenment, after leaving his family and renouncing the world at age 29.

			
				
					[image: The original location of the Bodhi tree, with a new Bodhi tree planted in its place. People, especially monks, are shown visiting the tree to meditate.]
				

			

			That said, how he was able to sit for so long without drinking, eating, sleeping, or going to the bathroom, I do not know. No one’s bladder is that amazing?! It’s not physically possible, so the forty-nine-day meditation period may have been an exaggeration. Most likely, the Buddha was simply an uber-contemplative, introverted monk who managed to greatly impress those around him with his feats, albeit more realistically.

			Either way, as someone who is a big fan of his teachings and the Eightfold Path, I can’t help but be fascinated by the apparent evidence that this man existed and did at least some of the things attributed to him. I always felt that the Buddha, in particular, was truly enlightened to a level far beyond the ordinary. When I imagine him sitting under a Bodhi tree like the one pictured, meditating and arriving upon his profound insights on the self and the world, it’s an overpowering visual. The wisdom he gained under that tree gave rise to teachings of such brilliance that they have endured for more than 2600 years after his death.

			
				
					[image: A plaque placed near the Bodhi tree that explains its history.]
				

			

			HOLY OR HYPERBOLE?

			This is just a sampling of the many religious relics, sacred sites, and other divine doodads that have been excavated and studied over the centuries. I’m sure there are those from Jewish, Sikh, Muslim, and Baha’i faiths as well. As I said earlier, I don’t doubt that at least some of these historical events happened. What I do wonder is whether they were really holy and otherworldly as implied, or—more likely—hyperbole, similar to everyone’s insistence that stone idols were drinking milk or that Mother Teresa performed miracles. I suspect these ancient religious places, events, or people were normal, but beautiful and charismatic in a way that made others project something mystical onto them. Understandable misconceptions at a less advanced time, when religion was more of an authority than science in trying to explain the world’s mysteries—good or bad.

			 Yet even today, I know many theists who fervently grab onto these archaeological discoveries as conclusive proof of their religion’s accuracy and supremacy. There is no dissuading them, they want to grasp onto anything they can to reaffirm their faith.

			I get a thrill from seeing these discoveries myself, because as I’ve mentioned, I greatly esteem many of the principled and brilliant figures that may have been real people in history—from Christian to Hindu to Buddhist. But I remain dubious that they are proof of anything divine. If multiple holy books contain incidents that genuinely happened in history, which one is right? Many of them contradict each other in their teachings. Whose archaeological proof wins and gets the final rose? Perhaps one of these religious prophets was indeed sent to us by God, but how can we tell which one?

			For all these ambiguous reasons, this debatable clue remains the lowest on the long-tail list of factors that influence my theist beliefs—landing at a whisper of 1 or less on my ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 1 on the Theism side.]
				

			

			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

			(5) Ghosts—theISM 9

			(6) NDEs—theISM 8

			(7) Past Lives—theISM 6

			(8) Kids—theISM 4

			(9) Quantum Quandaries—theISM 5

			(10) Karma—theISM 3

			(11) Miracles—theISM 2

			(12) ESP—theISM 1

			(13) Astrology—theISM 2

			(14) Archaeological Finds—theISM 1

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 18 -

			Conclusion To Theism

			TOPICS WE DISCUSSED

			FREE WILL, QUALIA, conjoined twins, soul energy, ghosts, NDEs, past-life memories, child personalities, quantum mysteries, karma, miracles, ESP, astrology, and archaeological discoveries—these are the 14 general reasons that I find myself a partial theist. I have rated them according to how much of an impact they have on my theist views. A rating of 8 or 9 means they significantly influence my perception that the universe is planned, and not random. A rating of 1 or 2 implies that the concept registers to some degree, but does not hugely sway me.

			You can see by the ratings I gave that the possibility of ghosts—specifically stories by people who claim to have seen them in real life—is the factor that persuades me the most. I know this will be surprising to a lot of people because all I did was cite a string of anecdotes in that chapter. There was little else to support the notion of ghosts appearing in our world. But if I step back and really think about what keeps me tied to the theist camp, what stops me from being a total atheist, then I would have to say it’s the passionate and seemingly genuine stories I’ve heard from credible friends and celebrities who swear they’ve had a run-in with a haunting or paranormal figure. It’s just something I can’t shake.

			I have a lot of atheist friends who think all these stories are just hogwash and hallucinations. They don’t take any of it seriously. I agree that ghost anecdotes can strain credulity, because—as I mentioned in that chapter—if people really believe they have connected to spirits from another world, I’d expect much different behavior from them afterwards. Even so, I think atheist dismissals are too broad and sweeping, I have a hard time ignoring the huge number of seemingly reasonable people who claim to have seen something.

			NDEs are persuasive too, but I could see how they might be attributable to the brain knowing it’s dying and shutting down. I could see how children claiming to have past-life memories might be influenced by their overeager families. I could see how free will and qualia developed over time through evolution. I could see how three pounds of brain tissue might account for all the differences between conjoined twins. I could see how quantum mysteries may be just physics and chemistry at play. I could see how miracles or streaks of good luck are not karma, but sheer coincidence. I could buy all the atheist arguments against all the other clues if I had to, but I simply can’t agree with the implication that so many rational, intelligent, and credible people are all hallucinating when they talk about being haunted, sometimes for stretches of time. It doesn’t seem likely to me.

			It’s also hard to dismiss the sheer number of cosmic clues that appear to surround us, as we discussed in the chapter on circumstantial evidence. Each one might be explainable on its own from a scientific or atheist lens, but collectively, the giant pile of circumstantial evidence—in terms of both quality and quantity—seems quite compelling from a theist perspective.

			TOPICS WE DID NOT DISCUSS

			There are other theoretical clues I could have touched upon, but I didn’t feel the need to devote a separate chapter to them because they rate less than a 1 on my theISM scale.

			Prayers, chanting, and meditation are thought to be important tools to help manifest our goals or focus our attention on the divine. I believe in their powers to soothe and heal, but not so much from a theistic sense—more in a general self-care sense. As I mentioned in the Miracles chapter, there have been a few times when someone’s prayers seemed to correlate with the desired outcome in real life. But I have usually found there to be some worldly explanation, or prior probability of the happy event occurring. Mostly, I have noted vague, coincidental incidents that those with confirmation bias eagerly latch onto as proof of the power of prayer.

			I know many who practice meditation have claimed to have had otherworldly energies or connections come through during a session, but I personally haven’t experienced or witnessed that.

			 I buy into the attitude of wanting something and working towards it. I think that if we want something badly enough, our actions, thoughts, and words start orienting themselves around that goal and it has a higher chance of manifesting—not to the extreme that The Secret seems to imply, but at a more indirect, diluted level. One may not get what they want in the end, but odds go up when energy is focused. So sending out intentional vibrations into the ether through mantras or chanting doesn’t seem like it would hurt, and when I find myself in deep trouble I occasionally pray—just like anyone else. But these kinds of concepts—a secret law of attraction, prayers, meditation, or chanting—register near 0 when it comes to the influence they’ve had on my theist sentiments.

			The common Indian conviction that wearing select stones or colors will attract or repel certain energies, or good or bad fortune, is one that I vehemently dismiss. It seems unfair to me that those able to afford and wear priest-prescribed gems like rubies or sapphires with the right “aura” might garner more favorable attention from the powers that be. I highly doubt such a passive form of devotion would be rewarded so actively by the universe. It’s not something that is written about in the Vedas or other Hindu holy books per se, but it’s a deeply ingrained custom in our community nonetheless. Many Hindu practices are not written anywhere, but a function of custom and culture instead.

			I can’t say I give weight to any godly commandments or superstitions either. Hinduism, in particular, has many prescribed rituals when it comes to work, marriage, study, health, home ownership, celebrations, and more. So do other religions, of course. I don’t buy into most religious dogma, like performing a specific pooja (a special kind of prayer service) involving paraphernalia like coconuts, oil, fire, rice, a well-bribed priest, or other good luck charms to achieve a goal. Fasting, holy water, sacrificing goats to the Almighty—not anything I’ve seen work.

			 Reiki healing, black magic, tarot cards, and chakra cleansing—all a hard pass from me. In fact, if anyone starts talking about any of that hocus-pocus, I would likely roll my eyes. For me, they are just one step above the Easter Bunny, zombies, and vampires category. The placebo effect during reiki healing sessions could be real, but the reiki part is probably not. The bullying and sabotage stemming from someone’s hatred might also be real, but the black-magic spell may not be. Lying low and not bragging about our luck may prevent jealousy, but casting away the evil eye is likely an illusion. Some of these concepts may be given undue credit for being spiritual when they, in fact, came about for less exotic, more humdrum reasons.

			Séances and the Ouija board involving communication with spirits or the dead are not something I take seriously—they seem like ways to earn money, obtain false assurances, or be entertained. I rate those a 0. Regardless, I’m happy those tools exist if they give genuine comfort to people grieving their loved ones. I would probably be at a 0.5 for exorcisms—I’ve heard enough stories on demon possession that I wouldn’t rule it out completely. Haunted houses and poltergeists fit under the ghosts and ghouls umbrella, so I wouldn’t be surprised if those exist to some degree.

			TOPICS ARE SUBJECTIVE

			As you can see, this is a purely subjective list that is based on my life experiences and perceptions. Each of us has our own list and ranking of what contributes to our existential philosophy. Some of the topics I thought important enough to explain may not have resonated so much with you. I had over a dozen beta readers go through the book before publishing, and I would see outright contradictions in opinions—with one reader saying they loved a certain chapter and the other saying they had to slog through it.

			I’m sure some of the ideas I left off the list—like the power of prayer or chanting—would be at the top for some of you who could swear that they’ve seen their prayers bring results in real life. I don’t doubt it, your past experiences will be different than mine. In fact, I myself seem to swing from one end to the other, depending on the most recent article I’ve read or person I’ve met. My own list is constantly changing.

			I’m not here to take away anyone’s spiritual chew toys. I understand that certain sentiments are hard to let go. One of my friends stopped me when we got into a discussion of NDEs and I was explaining to him some of the reasons they may not be religious in nature. He brought up the topic, but when it got too real and scientific for him, he didn’t want to go further. He had just lost his mom the year before and wanted to feel that she was somewhere there on the other side. I respected that and promptly shut my pie hole. I am not looking to convert anyone. I’m just here to offer a peek into how I think, and if anyone finds my scattered logic useful in their journey, then send me some compliments. I’ve not yet detached from my ego.

			FLIPPING THE ISM COIN

			With that, let’s go on to the next section in which I list all the reasons I am also an atheist. Note that it’s just coincidence that I have 14 points on the theist side and 12 on the atheist side. It wasn’t really done on purpose. As I said in the first chapter, these are not canons or commandments that have been handed down to me from the heavens. I’m not Moses. It’s just the way the chips have fallen. I could have grouped things differently or split things out in a way that would have changed the number. There is no divinity at play here, just ordinary ol’ me giving you my layperson opinions.

			You might also notice that some of the topics we just discussed will be coming up again, on the other side of the coin. As a perpetually confused agnostic, I can often see and argue both sides of an issue, both from a theist and atheist perspective. As I also said in the introduction—in this binary, polarized world, being able to see grays, nuances, context, and multiple perspectives is important. I’m confident that those of you who have made it thus far are equally committed to vetting ideas in a fair, truthful manner, even if it takes us outside our comfort zone.

			So, leaving our beloved blankies here—but bringing our open minds—let’s all board the wishy-washy wagon and clippity-clop our way over to the blasphemous side of the ISM world.

			
				
					[image: The author frantically clutches a blanket to her chest with the word "Theism" embroidered on it. In the distance, a horse-drawn wagon with the words "Wishy Washy Wagon" painted on its cover waits to transport her away.]
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			ATHEISM

			
				
					[image: A smiling, chubby, cherubic middle-aged woman with angel wings and drapey robes, sitting on the lower end of a see-saw, and on the other higher end is a smiling scientist atheist man dressed in a suit and bow-tie with crazy hair.]
				

			

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 19 -

			Mutations and Adaptation

			Reason 15

			THERE IS NO other way to start the atheism section of this book than by first bowing at the grand altar of evolution. Most of us have at least a rudimentary idea of what evolution entails. And I think most of us, if quizzed on what comes to mind when we hear the word evolution, would immediately respond with “survival of the fittest” or a reference to the following famous image, showing hairy ape transitioning to waxed metrosexual man:

			
				
					[image: A hilarious depiction of evolution showing the progression from monkey, to ape, to caveman, to modern man.]
				

			

			This was my typical view of evolution. But this is just a fragment of the whole story. It tells us how we advanced from a lower sentient form to a higher one. However, it doesn’t fully explain how sentient beings came about in the first place, and how we developed the consciousness, free will, and qualia that we have today. Survival of the fittest, natural selection, or adaptation, as we sometimes call it, are the commonly-spouted phrases that seem to get most of the limelight. There is an occurrence embedded in the process of natural selection that deserves an equal spotlight.  One that could be of particular interest to those of us flailing around with our existential questions. It’s the very first event that MAY have occurred in the universe, perhaps trillions of years ago—the one that brings us all the way back down to ground zero. It’s also the phenomenon that goes hand in hand with adaptation when it comes to evolution … that phenomenon is: MUTATIONS.

			FROM NOTHING TO SOMETHING

			Let’s go back all the way to the very, VERY beginning, when we potentially had nothing instead of something. When there was NO universe, no stars, no planets, no sun, no galaxy—neither ours nor others. Zilch. Zip. Nada. Utterly impossible to imagine, even if one focuses hard and tries to fathom what that must have been like. What does nothing mean? How do we even begin to talk about nothing—what words do we use? 

			Of course, those who are religious trust that there was always something or someone—a divine creator. They never talk about what/where/who might have preceded the divine creator. It’s not to be questioned, it’s assumed that God always existed. Or if he didn’t, then it’s not something we mere mortals can contemplate anyway, since the exalted universe works in mysterious ways (insert lofty music here).

			But for those of us who have hopped over to the atheist side of the seesaw, let’s talk about the possibility that, at one time, there was nothing in the universe. How did that nothing turn into a something? And why?

			I wonder if a partial answer to that question is the possibility of there having been a mutation—the very first mutation the universe has ever experienced. In general, a mutation is defined as a change in the nature, form, quality, or function of an entity that comes about suddenly, without any identifiable or predictable cause. Many use this term when talking specifically about our genes, but I will be referring to it in a more general sense, akin to an anomaly or random fluctuation of sorts.

			It’s mind-boggling to try and understand how mutations can occur in a big ball of nothing. So let’s address the Snuffleupagus in the room and acknowledge that this part of the meaning-of-life mystery may never be answered. Mutations or anomalies occur in genes, molecules, systems, patterns, fields, or SOMETHING. How can a NOTHING mutate? I think at some point we’ve all tried to squint hard and stare into space and imagine it, and we’ve all gotten nowhere.

			There was a wild theory I once heard proposed that was as close as I’ll ever come to being able to fathom a nothing turning into a something. That theory was that even a nothing—let’s say a zero—could be the net sum of a positive and negative number, like a 10 and -10. Or the net sum of negative and positive polarities, or matter and antimatter.

			
				
					[image: A diagram illustrating "nothing" becoming "something" by splitting into equal and opposite parts. This includes a +10 and a -10, antimatter and matter, and a positive charge and a negative charge.]
				

			

			We do know that when equal amounts of matter and antimatter collide, for example, they release a flash of radioactive energy in the process and then annihilate each other, ie, they both cease to exist:

			Matter & Antimatter Collide  >  Energy Flash   > Annihilation

			Perhaps the reverse of that happened billions of years ago:

			Nothing  >  Big Bang  >  Matter & Antimatter Form

			I don’t know exactly how a nothing could be comprised of a something and an anti-something, when it’s NOTHING to begin with. Mind-boggling again. But perhaps that was the very first anomaly or mutation to have occurred in the universe—one fine day, a big vacuum or void split equally into opposite, net-zero parts and then continued to morph and evolve from there.

			After all, as we just discussed in Quantum Quandaries, that’s what we think happened 13.8 billion years ago with the Big Bang, isn’t it? For many, the Big Bang signifies the beginning of the universe, and it very well may have been. The Big Bang’s origin was likely a condensed, searing-hot, singular point that exploded into the universe as it is today. But we don’t know how that point was first formed. If the Big Bang truly came from ground zero, as many presume, then perhaps the singular point came from opposite parts of nothing splitting apart in a flash of energy, and then continued to transmogrify from there?

			In Quantum Quandaries, we talked about how an equal amount of matter and antimatter was theoretically produced in the aftermath of the Big Bang, and should have wiped each other out. Particles such as charm or pi mesons, with the dual-nature ability to oscillate between matter and antimatter, switched sides at asymmetrical speeds, resulting in some of the particles or matter outnumbering their counterparts. It is thought that this uneven outcome resulted in the early, dense Big Bang soup, which continued to expand over time into the massive universe of stuff that we see today.

			MUTATIONS AND ANOMALIES EVERYWHERE

			I find the notion of our origins being traceable to a general mutation or anomaly to be quite plausible in light of the fact that anomalies are everywhere in the universe, even today. Quantum field theory tells us that even a vacuum—supposedly corresponding to empty spacetime—is full of physical activity in the form of energy fluctuations. These fluctuations can give rise to particles popping out, only to disappear shortly after.

			We’ve also got fast radio bursts (FRBs) in the universe that mysteriously emit for just a few milliseconds from unknown origins, rogue planets that meander through space on their own without orbiting a star, and countless other enigmas that seemingly come out of nowhere or contradict conventional laws.

			
				
					[image: A rogue planet with a smirk on its face is lassoed cowboy-style by a floating astronaut in outer space.]
				

			

			And of course, we have tons of examples of anomalies and mutations on a more macro, classic state level. Viruses can mutate rapidly, as we well know, where we are constantly having to update antidotes or vaccines to address the new variations.

			
				
					[image: A sequence showing a virus slowly mutating into a scarier-looking virus, which then mutates again into an even scarier-looking virus with horns, evil teeth, and malevolent expressions.]
				

			

			Other genes and cells can mutate—we’ve got sickle cell anemia, Down syndrome, color blindness, cystic fibrosis, and cancer that can all come from mutations. A common eye color—blue—was estimated to have been a mutation somewhere in Europe near the Black Sea region between 6 to 10 thousand years ago, when one single individual may have had an iris that failed to produce melanin. Most blue-eyed people can trace their ancestry somewhere down the line to that area.

			Even a fundamental quality like gender can fluctuate with certain animals, like clownfish, sea bass, or frogs, who can initiate their own sex change. Whether we would call that a mutation-type occurrence, or simply a dual-nature-type event similar to how light can be called a particle or wave, the point is that the universe is constantly bopping around from one extreme to the other.

			So if all that is possible, then it seems very plausible that organic beings—plants, animals, and humans—came about from mutations somewhere within the time-space fabric of the universe. It’s usually a numbers game, and given the billions of years that have passed, and the billions of stars, planets, and potentially even galaxies in existence, it’s only logical that living forms like us would eventually emerge.

			FROM INORGANIC TO RNA 

			In fact, the study of evolutionary biology, as I mentioned earlier in the book, has been attempting to trace our origins and the jump from an RNA to a DNA-based system. To recap, RNA is a simpler, single-stranded molecule versus the more complex, double-stranded helix structure of DNA. RNA has shorter sequences, can self-replicate, and is theorized to have been the backbone of living organisms such as primitive microbes called ribozymes, and later bacteria and viruses. RNA organisms were speculated to have first formed with the help of clay minerals, which have a layered, charged surface that can attract and bind the molecules and nucleotides needed to form RNA. It is believed there may have been concentrated clusters of minerals in volcanic vents in the ocean floor where the RNA chains were first formed. Or perhaps they were synthesized on mineral-rich Mars, and then showed some leg and hitched a ride to Earth via an asteroid.

			With the right conditions over time, and with the probable help of another mutation, eventually an RNA strand was able to self-replicate by using enzymes to catalyze the formation of a mirror image of itself. It doesn’t always take much, sometimes the smallest boost or change is all that is needed to get to the next step. Rarely is there a major, sudden, man-turns-werewolf-type leap—most mutations are minuscule and simply happen over and over again. After the initial RNA was able to gain momentum, a positive feedback loop might have occurred where more and more RNA strands had the right ingredients to continue replicating. With RNA came information retention, where genetics coded into the single strand could be carried from one generation to the next.

			FROM RNA TO DNA

			The subsequent leap from single-stranded RNA to double-stranded DNA was thought to have occurred as another mutation at first, and then as an adaptation to survival, with the double-helix DNA being more stable and less prone to its components drifting apart. DNA also allowed for even more information to be retained and passed on down the line.

			
				
					[image: A double-helix DNA strand says, "What a loser, always single," to a single RNA strand standing next to it. The RNA strand responds, "Whatever, fatty," referencing the fact that DNA is double-stranded and more voluminous in nature.]
				

			

			FROM SINGLE-CELL RNA OR DNA TO MULTICELLULAR

			While RNA was busy getting a glamorous DNA makeover, cellular life might have also started. One theory is that minute cavities within porous rocks or coral fostered an environment where RNA, protein, and other needed substances were floating together, causing a cellular membrane to form around the RNA. As individual cells formed and also began replicating, more complex cellular organisms continued to evolve from there. While many current-day viruses are still RNA-based, with or without cellular membranes, bacteria are DNA-based and mostly have cell walls, as does a majority of organic life on the planet.

			The proposal that life started from the formation of RNA is called the RNA World Hypothesis. I find it fascinating, because it strongly supports the atheist assertion that life could have started from inorganic, non-sentient components like clay minerals and the sugars and phosphates in nucleotides, and not some supreme being.

			FROM MULTICELLULAR TO PLANT, ANIMAL, AND HUMAN

			Somewhere along the way, multicellular organisms gave rise to plants, and then animals, with various forks in the road branching off in different directions, resulting in the numerous species we have on Earth today.

			This is the part of the process that we usually jump to when we talk about quintessential evolution. So I’m going to fast forward through this piece, because most of us are familiar with how it works, eg, apes turning into Homo habilis, turning into Homo erectus, turning into Neanderthals, turning into current day Homo sapiens.

			FROM BASIC INSTINCT TO FREE WILL

			Now that we’ve evolved from NOTHING to SOMETHING to RNA to DNA to CELLS to MULTICELLULAR ORGANISMS to PLANT to ANIMAL to HUMAN, we come to the final two questions—how did man come to possess the traits of FREE WILL and QUALIA?

			As we discussed in earlier chapters, survival of the fittest can always function as a one-size-fits-all answer. The organisms that could adapt to their environment were likely to live longer and reproduce, thus propagating their macho genes. The very essence of free will is adaptation, the ability to react to our environment instead of passively being carried along. Those organisms that could move past basic instinct, strategically anticipate negative consequences, and act to avoid them, were the ones that likely survived. As organisms evolved, they developed more refined abilities to react to external stimuli. Small mutations in the structure of genes pertaining to brain development may have helped along the way.

			Even the simplest of organisms, such as viruses and bacteria, show a capacity to adapt. As we just noted, viruses can evolve to avoid being killed by medications or the body. In other examples, bacteria can convert into endospores to survive harsh surroundings, and plants can produce chemicals that repulse hangry herbivores. Up the sentient totem pole, we see animals running on reflex—like insects and reptiles—give way to smarter species with more free-will capabilities, such as dogs and monkeys.

			If we want to conceptualize how the human race came to possess the free-will skills that it does, I think a look at the animal kingdom is the best way to do that. There we can see a vast spectrum of instinct vs intelligence at play. I imagine Homo sapiens climbed a similar evolutionary ladder, resulting in a compatibilist, secular type of free will.

			FROM SIMPLE TO COMPLEX QUALIA

			The development of cuddlier and more complex qualia—like morals, emotions, personalities, and preferences—over and above the basic fear that an animal lower on the totem pole might exhibit when in danger, is the tougher nut to crack. I mentioned my frustration with the explanations given for qualia by Dennett, Harris, and Sapolsky back in the theist section. While survival of the fittest is often the Swiss Army knife of existential explanations, it’s hard to use that to explain the placebo effect. Or hypnosis. As we discussed earlier, compatibilists explain away qualia as body vs the very same body, instead of mind vs body. The placebo effect is due to the body tricking the body, not the mind tricking the body. But I didn’t understand how that would work, how can the same entity fool itself? If there is no mind, and everything is physical, how does the physical manipulate the physical? Qualia experienced within one’s self, INTERNALLY, doesn’t always make sense to me from an atheistic, evolutionary perspective.

			I will say, however, that I am more able to understand the development of complex qualia through evolution on an EXTERNAL basis, as a way for each of us to communicate with one another. There is something called the group systems theory, which explores the premise that the world is an interactive system with no one entity in complete isolation. So any ongoing communication between entities or organisms that might help them work together would result in higher odds of survival.

			We just discussed how single-cell organisms may have evolved to being multicellular through close physical proximity, which enabled a membrane to form around multiple cells. But those cells still needed to operate together as one organism when combined. So the first multicellular organisms were thought to have also come about from symbiosis, or the cooperation of different species of single-cell organisms, each with different functionalities. One cell may have had a particular process it could perform, and the other cell something else. When combined under one membrane umbrella, the cells may have interacted and become dependent on one another over time, to the point where they were able to function as one new multicellular organism.

			Similarly, on a larger scale, the bestseller Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind proposes that Homo sapiens came to dominate over the rest of the animal kingdom because of their ability to cooperate and coordinate in a flexible, advanced manner. The more skills they developed in terms of communal intelligence, strategy, communication, psychology, warfare, mass agriculture, and the like, the more they were able to rule as a symbiotic group over the most dangerous of animals and take over a large swath of the planet. We will discuss in the next chapter how the likely exploitation of animals is causing their population to decrease at a similar rate to the human population increase.

			To interact and coordinate with each other, complex organisms needed to develop a language of some sort, whether verbal, physical, or emotional. Along with spoken and body language, emotions such as worry, envy, sadness, or happiness may have evolved as additional signaling mechanisms. Crying might have indicated that the actions of one organism were hurting the other organism. Laughter or happy emotions might have sent out the opposite signal—that the actions were well-received and positive. Morals or ethics may have developed in order to keep harmony with one’s group, and not be voted off the island for self-indulgent acts like stealing. Even the placebo effect might make more sense in the context of possibly wanting to show one’s doctor or loved ones that a certain drug is working even when it is not. Because then, at least, we have one body tricking a second body. Not the same body trying to trick itself. Even though it’s still a stretch at times, complex qualia makes more sense to me when dealing with a group setting.

			So qualia may have first developed as a form of outside communication and being able to join forces for stronger survival. The evolution of qualia from external to internal gratification may have been helped by various mutations in neurotransmitter systems like dopamine and serotonin, which impact mood regulation and motivation. Over time, these small changes may have adapted, self-selected, and multiplied to the point where we have the whole gamut of qualia today—from personalities, to preferences, to sense of humor, to ethics, to mood swings.

			IS MUTATION AND ADAPTATION THE EXISTENTIAL ANSWER?

			If I were to summarize, here’s where my needle would land when it comes to mutations and adaptations explaining our status quo today: 

			(1) Physical form of Homo Sapiens with DNA—9 

			(2) Secular Free Will—6 

			(3) Secular Qualia—5 

			The average of those three would be a 6.66. That sounds about right when it comes to how swayed I am by evolution as an explanation for all things existential. (Also, I’m sure there are those who think I am doing the devil’s work by writing all this.) I do feel that Darwin’s theory, the RNA World Hypothesis, the group systems theory, and others, are plausible supporting points in favor of atheism. The theory of evolution sheds light on how we sentient beings may have arrived here and developed the semblance of a consciousness through random circumstance. It doesn’t convince me entirely, but it does a pretty good job.

			Even if there is a creator or God of some kind, one that we would consider more compassionate and intelligent and “holy” than us, where did THAT creature come from? Magic? Spontaneous generation? That’s what we often refer to as “turtles all the way down.” If we were created by a God, then who created that God, and who created the creator of God, and so forth?

			
				
					[image: Turtles are stacked one upon another, getting progressively smaller the further down they go. The world rests on the back of the topmost, largest turtle.]
				

			

			In this very physical and chemical universe, I doubt there is some magic God that had no beginning. Even if we do have an intelligent creator of sorts—just like we are the intelligent creators of AI and cloned animals, as we will discuss in an upcoming chapter—our creator too must have come from somewhere. The atheist in me is open to the idea that sometime, somewhere down the turtle line, there was a ground zero with no turtles. Instead, there was likely a big fat NOTHING. I would not be surprised if we have a random MUTATION to thank for splitting that nothing into opposing parts of something, evolving into that first turtle, and ultimately, bringing about our sentient existence today.

			
				
					[image: A similar image of turtles becoming progressively smaller all the way down, carrying the Earth as a globe on the top turtle's back. At the bottom of the stack of turtles is a "bang," indicating that the Big Bang might have been the start of all the turtles and the world.]
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			- Ch 20 -

			Reincarnation Gaps

			Reason 15

			RELIGIOUS DOCTRINE OFTEN seems like outdated software that hasn’t had a single update since it was first coded. Over the next three chapters, we’ll be examining the rather stark contrasts between the world as it is wishfully imagined by religion and how the world actually works. The static, archaic nature of religious beliefs often seems to contradict the dynamic, ever-evolving nature of our surroundings.

			DYNAMIC REALITY VS STATIC RELIGIOUS BELIEFS

			Take, for instance, homosexuality, which many religions warn is against the will of God. I can understand why this kind of view was common in the past, when the nuances of human sexuality were not recognized or discussed in polite society. Since then, we’ve come a long way in both empathy and awareness, with greater insights into human biology and psychology. Yet there are those who ignorantly insist on adhering to outdated edicts from centuries ago. Static vs dynamic thinking.

			Other religions relegate women to the sidelines, expecting them to cover themselves, stay out of temples during their menses, and remain submissive. Many still do not grant women equal opportunities to hold positions in the church or similar hierarchies. Yet in the rest of the world, we see that women are as successful and present in every capacity as men, and there is no real difference between the sexes. (In fact, I’d argue that women would run the world better, but I’ll muzzle my inner Gloria Steinem.)

			Religious dietary rules are another charming relic. We’ve got religions that outlaw eating a specific type of meat based on the hygiene, actions, or perceived value of the animal, when these days animals can be kept clean in farms, or interchanged for one another when it comes to certain functions like providing milk. Offering animals, coconuts, milk, or something of value to God may have been considered a pious act when those items were scarce many centuries ago, and there was an element of self-sacrifice to it. Now everything is available in abundance with modern farming techniques.

			
				
					[image: The author looks perplexed as an angel in the sky. She is listening to God complain, "I made the whole universe, why do they keep sacrificing coconuts and cattle to me?" Below them is the Earth, showing people offering piles of coconuts and animals.]
				

			

			As a financial planner, don’t even get me started on interest. A basic financial function is outlawed based on old prejudices against moneylending and a prior lack of knowledge about the time value of money. In order to obtain mortgages or loans in the real world, alternate workarounds are created that avoid using the official term of interest but operate in much the same way.

			When many of these grand proclamations were made, it appears that the founder of that particular religion looked at their surroundings, and with the limited knowledge of that time, formed a strong personal opinion which then turned into a permanent religious rule. As science and society have progressed, new learnings glaringly contradict age-old misconceptions. But instead of admitting to the flaws in prior ideologies, religious devotees often double down on their long-held mindsets and angrily swat away any talk of science or new discoveries.

			EVOLUTION AND THE WEST

			The most famous example of a dynamic reality vs static belief is none other than evolution, which we just discussed in the last chapter. The continual, ever-changing process of evolution glaringly contradicts the limited confines of religious teachings from centuries ago. It’s why many conservatives fight having evolution taught in schools—once a child really understands the process, they may begin to have serious doubts about what they have read in their holy books.

			Western religions and their stories of creation seem to contradict evolution the most when it comes to explaining how the current human species came to exist on Earth. Many of us know the narrative, which involves God declaring “Let there be Light!” and then binge-creating the rest of the galaxy and planet in seven days, complete with stars, moon, animals, and plants.

			EVOLUTION AND THE EAST

			The clash between Western creationism and evolution has already been well documented and discussed. So I won’t dive into it further in this chapter. Instead, I want to talk more about how EASTERN doctrine may ALSO be contradicted by evolution.

			As we discussed in earlier chapters, while most religions imply that our existence here on Earth is some kind of spiritual test to be passed, Eastern religions like Hinduism go further and preach tenets like karma and reincarnation to describe details of this test. If one really delves into it, they will find very specific theories floating around which chronicle five different types of karma, or 8.4 million plant and animal life forms to be cycled through before reaching human form. The human stage is alleged to be the one incarnation where souls can become fully self-realized and achieve moksha, or release from the torturous cycle of rebirth. If we don’t pass the “test” completely, our souls are doomed to try again from somewhere down the food chain until we succeed, like a celestial game of Chutes and Ladders.

			While full of static ideas and dogma, to give Hinduism and other Eastern religions their due credit, they can be much more dynamic in thought than Western religions. Instead of one lifetime, they reference multiple lifetimes. Instead of focusing on humans as the only real participant, they include animals and plants as part of the soul’s lifecycle. Instead of believing in one Judgment Day, they make allowances for souls to achieve enlightenment as and when they earn it. The spiritual test for those of Eastern faith appears much more flexible and holistic than the one set out for us by Western religions.

			Perhaps that’s why, typically, I have not found those in my South Asian community trying to dismiss evolution, in comparison to what I sometimes see happening in Bible-thumping parts of the US. In fact, India—including parents, employers, schools, and overall society—has traditionally favored STEM subjects like math, science, and medicine, which are considered to be practical and real. Comedian Zarna Garg has hilariously made a whole career out of telling kids everywhere to choose STEM subjects to study, and STEM professionals to marry. (My mom never got over the fact that none of her kids became doctors, it disappointed her to the end.)

			So science is a favorite subject in my community, and growing up, I don’t recall anyone having viewed evolution as a threat to their ideologies. Science and religion, Darwin and Krishna, coexisted peacefully in a typical Indian’s life. Back then, there was primarily a secular political party in place. In recent years, however, the more religious party in power (the Bharatiya Janata Party, or BJP) has allegedly tried to remove topics like evolution—and even the periodic table—from certain school curricula. The BJP claims they are simply trying to reduce workloads for some grade levels, but many fear this is an attempt by the government to censor teachings it finds in conflict with Hinduism, the country’s predominant religion.

			Luckily, any deliberate censorship—if it is occurring—would not be stemming from the wishes of the common man or the religious places they frequent. But even if the everyday Hindu, Sikh, or Jain has not stopped to think about it, upon closer analysis, I’m surprised to realize that the history of our planet DOES seem to clash with a few pillars of Eastern religions. I can see why the BJP may have gotten their knickers in a knot.

			 If one really looks at what science shows, and what the commonly spouted theories of reincarnation and karma say about the test we’re supposedly taking, there are some gaping discrepancies. Normally the protocol for widely administered tests is to try and standardize them, at least to some degree. That way, we can truly measure the test taker’s ability to pass. Biases that favor a particular background or gender are usually removed in favor of a more neutral, objective test.

			Now I understand that the universe and/or a God may work in mysterious ways that we don’t understand. But that’s a generic excuse that can be used to explain or dismiss anything. So setting that aside, if I were to closely examine the spiritual test we are supposedly here to pass, reality doesn’t seem to align with the reincarnation theories I otherwise find compelling. There are three major areas where I find our hypothetical existential exam to be questionable:

			(1) Periods of Non-Existence

			(2) Changing Lifespans and Quality

			(3) Changing Population Numbers

			PERIODS OF NON-EXISTENCE

			Although evolution on this planet likely started billions of years ago, we usually start looking at it from the Triassic period, around 245 million years ago, when only dinosaurs and other types of celebrity animals existed on this planet. Then came the asteroid, which wiped out almost all of life on Earth. About 2 million years ago, some forms of Denisovans and Neanderthals are thought to have emerged, clubbing courtship rituals and all. Eventually they disappeared as well, and full-fledged Homo sapiens with scented candles took their place. We’re here now, but the fact that there was a time when humans or even Neanderthals didn’t exist doesn’t seem to gel with the Hindu theory I grew up with regarding reincarnation. If our soul is supposed to go through 8.4 million lifetimes—from moss to magpie to man—then how is it possible that there was a time when a human-type species didn’t exist at all? If some of our souls were paying their dues in dinosaur avatars, then once the asteroid hit, were we stuck in T. Rex limbo for 60 million years until we could finally resume our reincarnation journey?

			Also, it appears as if the types of plants and animals our souls may inhabit can vary. Dinosaurs no longer exist, but they did before—so presumably some souls got to experience that specific avatar, but not others. Man has created hybrid animals like ligers and tigons, a crossbreed between a lion and tiger, which can only be found in a zoo. They cannot reproduce, so they exist for a limited period of time. Other plant and animal species have come and then gone extinct. The history of sentient beings on this planet—or lack thereof—has undoubtedly been erratic. Our planet doesn’t seem to be one that is conducive to the administering of a CONSISTENT spiritual test for our souls. It’s more of a metaphysical roulette.

			The same paradox applies if we fast forward to the other end of evolution, when mankind—and perhaps the entire world—might get canceled one day in the future. Whether through global warming, a massive comet, nuclear war, nuclear oopsie, bioterrorism, or AI gone wild, it is highly likely that civilization will one day become extinct. The planet itself might limp on, sprouting a few hardy fungi and radioactive cockroaches, but there are too many methods of mass destruction that have popped up in just the past few decades that can wipe us out as a race. Just like the Roman, Mayan, and Incan empires, we may disappear and become a footnote in history—if there is anyone left to even read that footnote.

			
				
					[image: A human skeleton in a glass case with a sign above reading "Primate Exhibit" and a label below reading "Homo Sapiens." Behind the case, a wall sign reads "No Planet B." An alien-looking figure observes the glass case as a guest in the museum.]
				

			

			In fact, there have been five mass extinctions in the world, dating back 444 million years. Some were due to sea-level swings, some due to volcanic activity, and the last one likely caused by an asteroid hitting the Earth, when the dinosaurs died. This was called the Cretaceous extinction, and was estimated to have occurred 65 million years ago.

			When the next extinction-level event happens, does our soul get stuck again? What kind of test remains then? Is the destruction of the entire sentient population what people would call “Judgment Day?” Or do we simply continue on another planet, in a galaxy far, far away? The fact that the human life form—supposedly the one avatar where the soul can try and achieve full enlightenment—has been nonexistent in the past, and may again disappear in the future, is a striking contradiction to the notion that we are here to progress through the cycle of rebirth and pass a spiritual test.

			CHANGING LIFESPANS AND QUALITY

			This next inconsistency is less glaring than the one we just discussed, but perplexing nonetheless. The nonexistence of humans at times seems highly irregular, but even when we did start wobbling our way onto the evolutionary catwalk—as Homo erectus, Denisovans, or Neanderthals—were those ancestors able to take the same spiritual SAT as modern day man? The past average lifespan of just 20 to 40 years seems awfully short compared to our roomier 60 to 80 years today. It seems like a major disparity to have periods in the planet’s existence where a soul was allowed only a fraction of the time to incarnate as a human and attempt to achieve moksha, as compared to that of later generations. Especially when during that smaller lifespan, most of it was consumed with basic worries like foraging for food or not freezing to death. What kind of time did that leave the soul to try and achieve enlightenment? 

			According to Maslow’s Hierarchy, self-actualization is something one can only tackle after taking care of more essential needs like clothing, shelter, and not being eaten.

			
				
					[image: A pyramid diagram of Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs. The bottom level shows basic needs: food, water, air, heat, and sleep. The second level shows security needs: safety, job, and freedom. The third level shows psychological needs: family, love, and friendship. The fourth level shows self-esteem needs: respect and recognition. The top level of the pyramid is self-actualization, comprised of compassion and tolerance.]
				

			

			Not just with the Neanderthals, even otherwise, what can be said about infants or toddlers who die young and are not granted equal amounts of time? Who barely had a year or two to live? What kind of test can these pint-sized avatars be taking compared to someone who has lived to 90 years old? Or do these young deceased just pick up where they left off in their next human life? What if their karmic balance sheet requires them to go back down and cycle through plant and animal forms? What was the point of reaching human form if they were barely there at all?

			I have a friend who turned atheist in just such a scenario. His first child was born with breathing problems, and my friend spent as long as he was allowed in the NICU, holding his son and watching him struggle and gasp. When his newborn passed away at just a few days old, my friend said he stopped believing in God. He simply didn’t understand why a system would be designed where such an innocent, tiny soul would be put on Earth just to suffer for a few days. It made no sense. 

			To my friend and to me, wide swings in human lifespan—both today and earlier in the chain of evolution—appear to strongly challenge the Eastern and Western notion that souls have been put on this Earth in some kind of planned, intentional manner.

			CHANGING POPULATION NUMBERS

			Now coming to one of the biggest red flags, something that greatly struck me as soon as I realized it—the fact that the human population has almost tripled in a span of just 70 years. We have gone from 2.5 billion humans in 1950, to 4 billion in 1970, to now 8.3 billion in 2026. It is estimated that there are about 140 million births and 58 million deaths annually, so we add roughly 82 million humans to the world each year. The commonly given reasons for the surge in humans are increased life span and better health. 

			As a counterbalance, it’s been said that population growth will slow in the coming years due to the shift towards having less children, resulting in declining fertility rates. Regardless, the human headcount is unequivocally on an upward trend for the near future.

			Interestingly, according to the WWF Living Planet Report in 2024, the animal population has actually decreased in a similar linear fashion—about 73% in the past 50-plus years.

			
				
					[image: A chart comparing human population growth to animal population decline from 1970 to now. The top row shows humans progressively increasing in size—from a tiny human with arms down to a massive human with arms completely raised—representing a 123% increase. The bottom row shows elephants progressively decreasing in size—from a large elephant with a raised trunk down to a tiny elephant with its trunk touching the ground—corresponding to a 73% decrease.]
				

			

			Scientists attribute this to factors like overexploitation, climate change, pollution, habitat loss, disease, and generally treating the planet like a frat house. CNN published an article describing extinction events in our history, with 73 genera groups having vanished in the past 500 years. Genera groups are animals of the same type—the genus Canis includes wolves, dogs, jackals, and coyotes. Of the 5400 groups studied, 73 have gone extinct—an event that would normally take 18,000 years instead of 500, had us frat-brats not been here to accelerate their demise.

			Science has offered a reasonable explanation for the alarming flip-flop in animal and human populations over a short span of time. But how should we view this change from a spiritual lens? What is the reason for all this volatility? If the planet has more humans and less animals, does this mean that more souls are attaining enough karma points to skip the long plant and animal lines and get back to the human penthouse after a quick zip through the reincarnation chain? Does this mean that as a whole, more souls are closer now to full-blown enlightenment than in past centuries?

			
				
					[image: A line of individuals walks through a door that opens up into the planet Earth. The line includes about 8 to 10 monks, a woman resembling the author, a crook wearing a striped shirt and a bandana over his eyes, and an ape. This illustrates the idea that less evolved souls might be reincarnating on Earth due to the rapidly increasing human population.]
				

			

			I don’t think so. I’m highly skeptical that we have collectively become wiser, more virtuous souls over the past 70 years, and deserve to be born more often in the human form as we climb the cosmic totem pole. Perhaps some brand-new souls have also joined us, but with triple the human population in just a few decades, we should be seeing hordes of highly evolved souls on the planet who are old timers and able to influence and raise our mass consciousness. Puh-leeze. As if. Where are they?! Most of us—including me, and especially our so-called leaders—remain overgrown babies.

			Some may disagree and feel that humanity has become kinder and smarter as compared to the past. Yes, in some ways we have become more tolerant and knowledgeable as a society. We may not have gladiator games or witch-hunting anymore. We may be more educated. And we may have a greater understanding and acceptance of formerly marginalized communities, including women, minorities, and the LGBTQ community. I’m so happy that these once-persecuted groups have a fighting chance in today’s world to pursue happiness openly—at least in some parts of the world.

			We have longer lifespans, more leisure time, better medical care, technological advances, global travel, accessible online education, platforms to showcase talent, and many other luxuries. There is certainly a richer, more multi-dimensional life on offer to the average person. I definitely prefer being incarnated in this era versus any other. I can’t live without my McStuff and iThings.

			So while I do see the remarkable progress we have made as a society, in other ways I fear we have regressed. As a whole, humans appear to be as greedy, self-absorbed, and destructive as they have ever been—albeit in different ways. We’ve got social media harassment, increased death threats, an overly woke cancellation culture, the ability to shame or perpetuate evils on a global scale, weapons of mass destruction, increasing isolation and loneliness, hacking, rising technological and food addictions, and a whole list of painful modern equivalents of past evils. Despite our learnings and advancements in almost every field, we still have wars, rape, famine, poverty, slavery, and the same major ills of prior centuries. None of the atrocities we heap on each other has changed.

			 This is just my opinion—you might feel that humans ARE better off than before. This is certainly a subjective call. And in full disclosure, I confess that I am WAY more negative than average when it comes to perception of the human race. I don’t think very highly of us, I think we’re brilliant but also idiots.

			So to me, the explosion of human births in the past 70 years, from 2.5 to 8.3 billion, doesn’t seem explainable in the context of a spiritual test. There is no basis to think that we have become this sage, compassionate sea of humanity in such a condensed amount of time. That would mean that very few souls were achieving enlightenment back in all the other centuries, and we’ve since had an elevation of our mass consciousness. As I have so graphically explained, pfffft. I highly doubt that. Human nature remains human nature, and nothing seems to have changed.

			Rather, what looks to be the reason for the human increase and correlating animal decrease is a simple scientific cocktail of better health and medical advances, exponential reproduction, and the inevitable destruction of other sentient beings for the sake of human convenience and comfort.

			TOO MANY CONTRADICTIONS

			These three puzzles—(1) periods when humans did not exist, (2) fluctuations in lifespan and quality, and (3) drastic population changes—are glaring discrepancies I have found when comparing our reality to the archaic teachings of Eastern religions.

			I know I seem a wishy-washy contradiction when it comes to this topic. I proudly talk about how my culture’s theories on reincarnation and karma make so much sense … and as hypothetical theories, they do! But when juxtaposed against what we actually see happening on our planet, it’s often difficult to reconcile the two. Just as those who read the story of creationism’s seven days may have difficulty pairing that with evolution, I find it similarly challenging to reconcile my old Hindu beliefs with what I have learned through science. The static nature of a divine creation or test seems starkly in contrast to the dynamic changes we have seen happening over billions of years.

			As I’ve said, I understand that I may be a foggy-headed frog not able to grasp existence beyond my murky little puddle. I realize that the heavens might be working in mysterious ways—there could be sporadic injections of new souls coming in at different times, or other planets or spiritual realms that make up for the discrepancies we see here. This could all be a computer game manufactured for us on a custom basis, designed to be inconsistent and confusing to make our test as hard as it can be. AKA the Matrix. Who knows?

			That general wild card is one that can always be played by those who want to stay in their comfort zone and keep faith that what their religion taught them is true, come what may. As a questioning agnostic, however, I find the dynamic nature of evolution, and its clash with traditional religious theories—both Eastern and Western—to be one of the strongest reasons I am a partial atheist.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 8 on the Atheism side.]
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			 No Permanent Heaven

			reason 17

			“AND THEN THE prince and the princess lived happily ever after. The End.”

			Sigh. Fairy tales are magical, aren’t they? For a few wonderful moments, we immerse ourselves in this fantasy world of love, intrigue, and happy endings, knowing that everything will turn out okay in the end. We love fairy tales for this reason. Have we ever heard of a fairy tale in which they talk about the princess marrying her prince, living happily for a few years, then going through the trauma of a divorce, but getting married again to someone else she loves, being happy again for a few more years, then repeat ad nauseam?

			No, of course not. No one wants to go through that roller coaster, that’s not our idea of a worthwhile outcome after all that struggle. Intense effort is fine within a constrained limit. We will all tolerate it as long as there is some reward at the end which allows us to never toil again.

			A PERMANENT ENDING WITH HEAVEN?

			And that’s exactly what we are promised by the world’s beloved religions. A final, permanent, happy ending. A fairy tale. The end. Once we pass the spiritual test we’ve been given—once we’ve gone through our one life accepting Christ as our savior, or cleared our karmic debt through iterations of avatars up and down the sentient chain, and achieved monk-like zen—we’re supposed to be able to drift permanently somewhere in the clouds, with angels, harps, milk, honey, virgins, bright lights, and a reunion with our loved ones, never to return again. This is the static, frozen, eternal state presented to us by religion.

			In the last chapter, we observed that our spiritual test doesn’t seem to align well with the irregularities of our history on Earth. Similarly, I’m not so sure that this final state of existence—this promised land of heaven—meshes with its dynamic, ever-changing surroundings in the cosmos, either. Everything is always in a state of flux, whether on this planet, or up above.

			IMPERMANENCE OF THE COSMOS

			The Big Bang and its aftermath, of course, is the most obvious example of cosmic evolution. As we’ve discussed, there was an itty-bitty hot dot about 13.8 billion years ago, and then kaboom! It exploded and spewed out gas, energy, and matter in all directions. The resulting quantum confetti slowly expanded over time and formed the different stars, planets, and galaxies we see today. 

			
				
					[image: A sequence depicting the Big Bang. Event 1: Starts as an itty-bitty, dense, hot dot. Event 2: Mesons charmingly oscillate unevenly. Event 3: Particles outnumber antiparticles, and stuff starts expanding. Event 4: It is still pretty dark and spooky as the universe evolves. Event 5: A star is born, huzzah! Event 6: Gassy galaxies form. Event 7: Planets and solar systems start forming. Event 8: "Oh me, oh my, here we come," showing pictures of humans, animals, and the planet Earth.]
				

			

			We suspect we can estimate the age of the Big Bang and our universe by measuring how fast everything is still flying apart and by examining the leftover glow of that explosion—the cosmic microwave background, aka the universe’s baby photo. Clues on past events are often left behind in some form of information retention.

			However, we don’t know if the universe will continue to expand and things will spread out even more, or will one day contract back like an interstellar rubber band, due to cooling, gravity, or the pull of dark energy from black holes. It’s thought that if the galaxy does not collapse onto itself, then it will annihilate in 5 billion years instead, since the Milky Way is on a course to collide with Andromeda, the galaxy nearest to us.

			Within this slowly expanding realm surrounding us, there are tons of other discoveries we’ve made about black holes, matter, antimatter, nebulae, stars, entangled quanta, and the like. The James Webb Telescope, launched in December 2021 as the successor to the famous Hubble Telescope that’s been floating around in space for years, has been sending us incredible images of even more phenomena which we are only now able to see.

			The pictures are truly fascinating. The Webb whippersnapper has been able to take snapshots in infrared, and illuminate parts of space that grandpa Hubble couldn’t see before. It’s been able to send clearer pictures of nearby galaxies and their shapes, and it’s been able to photograph stars and the earliest objects in our environs that are closer to the starting point of the Big Bang. The hope is that we can understand that event better. It’s also been able to photograph planets in other solar systems (exoplanets), create better interstellar maps, and look for life in a way that has never been done before.

			While astrophysics had already made great strides in understanding the universe even before this info was gathered, I think for me, it was particularly striking to see these recent James Webb pictures and to realize just how physical and gaseous the universe actually is. It’s one thing to vaguely hear that this stuff exists somewhere out there, based off knowledge obtained as a fifth grader in science class. It’s another to revisit these details as an adult, and really comprehend the makeup of the galaxies, stars, planets, and black holes surrounding us. 

			I get why many scientists become atheists. The more awareness one has about how the universe works, the harder it is to trust in some magic fairy tale told to us from childhood. Understanding how the Big Bang created energy and matter, and how the universe is constantly changing and moving, makes it harder to then switch to an image of a static, permanent heaven. Exactly where is this heaven in the constantly expanding or contracting universe around us? It’s hard to envision.

			IMPERMANENCE OF ENERGY

			Of course, I realize that heaven may not be at a fixed location in the stratosphere. Or it could be in a parallel universe. And with my background in Eastern religion, I’ve never really visualized heaven in a physical manner anyway. For someone like me, heaven is more comparable to a state of energy—perhaps a gaseous, mellow cloud of consciousness swaying above somewhere—or a glowing blob of light, like that we hear of in NDEs.

			But even then, my image of an energy-like nirvana where I get to shed my physical body and merge with other souls to finally achieve a state of permanent, loving bliss doesn’t seem to match the realities of how energy actually operates.

			We know that energy cannot be destroyed, so that part does match with my image of an eternal soul. HOWEVER, energy is never able to stay steady in one state—it’s got commitment issues and is constantly transforming from one capacity to another. It takes a lot to keep energy at one level. Even stored potential energy (like in a magnet or battery), which should theoretically be able to retain its strength indefinitely if it was in an isolated bubble, is subject to decay or change from interactions with external forces in the real world. Eventually, a magnet or unused battery weakens and loses its power. Nothing stays the same forever.

			
				
					[image: A cartoon U-shaped magnet with one of its arms slightly broken has a cute, unhappy expression. Next to it, a sick-looking battery vomits liquid onto the ground. This indicates that even potential energy stored in magnets and batteries eventually decays over time.]
				

			

			So if our consciousness or soul is a form of energy that lives on once our human avatars pass away, the laws of dynamics and change could apply to us as well. It doesn’t seem reasonable to think that we could achieve a higher level of being and just stay there for eternity. In the chapter on soul energy, we discussed how a fidgety electron could absorb energy from a photon and jump up several orbits. But it would then be in a restless, unstable state, easily prone to shedding photons and dropping back down again towards the electromagnetic pull of the nucleus in an atom. Lower energy states are more maintainable than higher ones. In the same way, is it really possible that we can reach some kind of blissful, higher energy state and just stay there? Or will entropy eventually tap us on the shoulder and say “Party’s over, back to the nucleus”? I talk about it more in the next chapter as well, from a different angle, but if we go by how energy behaves, the Eastern concept of a permanent nirvana seems unsustainable.

			IMPERMANENCE OF TIME

			So we’ve got shapeshifting MATTER, as well as the dynamic state of ENERGY, constantly transforming on the planet and in the stratosphere above us. We can also add to this list the flowing river of TIME.

			Time, as far as we can tell, will continue to march on—possibly for eternity. Even if time does come to an end, perhaps with the deflation of our galaxy soufflé—where SOMETHING turns back into NOTHING—that occurrence may be trillions of years away. For now, assuming time is ongoing and perhaps infinite, why do we think it will be finite for us with an eventual hard stop in heaven?

			According to the theist camp, one static, cataclysmic event enabled us to reach the state we’re in—temptation, or a fall from grace—and one final, cataclysmic event will pull us out of it—death, or enlightenment.

			This applies regardless of the religious dogma we are referencing. With Western religions, the typical belief is that there is only this one life. With Eastern religions, the parallel appears to be a single reincarnation journey. We don’t hear about achieving moksha, chillaxing up there in some nirvana hot tub, and then getting out after the holy water gets cold and falling again to the bottom of the reincarnation ladder. Either way, whether we are talking about one life or many lives, most religions imply that at the end of this one spiritual journey in total—however long it may be—we’ll achieve a final, permanent, static resting state where we never have to struggle ever again.

			But if time is eternal, then why is our journey just a fragment of that continuum? What caused the universe to start a soul’s pilgrimage at one particular time and end it at another? If time loops on infinitely, it seems unlikely that we are only fed into this loop at a specific, microscopic set of coordinates which barely represents a blip in time. It doesn’t seem to make any sense. 

			If TIME, ENERGY, and MATTER are constantly evolving and ongoing—if the entire universe surrounding us is DYNAMIC—then the static picture that religion tries to feed us seems glaringly contradictory. What seems more likely to me is the horrifically unsettling thought that there is NO final resting place, heaven or otherwise.

			
				
					[image: Earth and a luminescent Heaven are positioned in opposite corners. A young girl with angel wings flies from Earth to Heaven, and then returns from Heaven to Earth as a normal girl. This depicts the concept that souls might perpetually rotate between Earth and Heaven because time is infinite and energy is never destroyed.]
				

			

			THE IMPERMANENCE OR NON-EXISTENCE OF HEAVEN

			In fact, Friedrich Nietzsche, in his book Eternal Recurrence, wrote about this very concern. He not only worried that we would be reincarnated endlessly to suffer in a myriad of ways, his paranoia was that eventually, whatever configuration or intersection of parameters converged to bring about our birth into this specific body would inevitably reoccur. He feared that we could be reborn into the exact same avatar, into the exact same family, and forced to relive the exact same existence and experiences again. Because if time is infinite, eventually all possible permutations will be exhausted. The universe would then have to circle back to the exact same confluence of events.

			The thought actually depressed him to no end because he was terrified by the implication of having to endure his own life again, full of pain and struggle. In fact, he went mad in his final decade and spent his remaining years incapacitated and under constant care, including a stint in a mental asylum.

			I’m not so sure I agree that the EXACT same life I am currently living will happen to me again—that may be an exaggeration—but the lightbulb realization that we may never stop reincarnating had already alarmed me way before I learned about Nietzsche. So it’s a logical foreboding to have. When I began pondering my creepy hunch further and did some research, I ran into his mirror theory. While both of us individually drummed up this scary possibility—and I would think others have too—surprisingly, I don’t see much discussion around it. It seems almost taboo to voice the apprehension that there is no final resting place or cessation of suffering … that our physical lives may be as good as it gets.

			The issue is not just the negation of a heaven for theists. As Nietzsche rightly pointed out, even if there is no heaven or soul and we are merely random products of the Big Bang and physics, how do we know the universe won’t drum up the right mixture of neurons, electrons, protons, and croutons and give birth to us morons yet again? Sure, it might have been a one-in-a-billion-trillion-gazillion chance that the Earth and mankind were able to come into being, but if it happened once, it can happen again—in a theistic OR atheistic world.

			So between (1) the dynamic, changing nature of MATTER through evolution on earth and in the cosmos, (2) the constant agitation of all forms of ENERGY, and (3) the ever-shifting sands of TIME, I am a skeptic when it comes to believing in a final, permanent resting state where suffering will cease to exist. Whether we call that state heaven or some other secular term, unfortunately the odds appear overwhelmingly against a final happy ending. As with Nietzsche, the bleak thought absolutely petrifies me, with my ISM needle at a quivering 8.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 8 on the Atheism side.]
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			Contradictions with Consciousness

			reason 18

			IN THIS CHAPTER, we do one last dive into the showdown between rigid religious dogma and the ever-evolving reality surrounding us. We’ve seen how spiritual theories on creation, reincarnation, karma, and heaven can clash with the science of evolution, energy, and time. We will now bring consciousness into the ring. I fear that our typical spiritual perception of consciousness can be illogical at times, from a common-sense point of view.

			CONSCIOUSNESS IS ACTIVE

			At our core, we’re made of something that refuses to stay put. Our basic essence—consciousness, or soul energy—is a wildly dynamic force that is active, curious, and intelligent. Our minds like to explore, be challenged, and try new adventures. Determinist mumblings notwithstanding, we’ve discussed how we likely possess the property of free will, which gives us the ability to think strategically and to direct the body to act on that thinking. We are constantly making decisions about career, marriage, finances, kids, vacations, healthcare, parental care, what to eat, what to buy, what to smoke, and more. Even while vegging at home, we’re most likely surfing the net, or watching a movie, or doing a Sudoku. Our minds are like restless teenagers most of the time, bored if not constantly stimulated. If consciousness had a physical form, I imagine it would be vibrant and full of peppy energy, like someone who just had a Red Bull.

			But what can be puzzling to me is why conventional wisdom—secular as well as non-secular—often teaches us to do the opposite: to try and suppress our innate nature by becoming as calm and still as possible, aka less Red Bull and more potted plant.

			
				
					[image: A cartoon brain with legs, feet, and hands. It looks very peppy and spunky, wearing gym shoes and sprightly bopping around with a vibrant, active expression.]
				

			

			MEDITATION

			Let’s take meditation, for example. It’s a tool that is highly praised for bringing people closer to tranquility, self-awareness, and (hopefully) inner peace. A meditative-like trance is thought to be a worthy state to pursue, with a few ways in which it can be achieved. Some schools of thought involve focusing on a particular object. Some emphasize concentration on one’s breathing. Others rely on the chanting of a mantra or verse. Still others focus on the silent observation of one’s own thoughts as they enter the field of awareness, without indulging in them further or allowing them to stay very long. Super swamis can even let mosquitoes feast on them and not blink an eye!

			In almost all classic forms of meditation, the goal is to empty the mind of outside noise and clutter, and achieve a state that is STILL and free of thoughts. In other words, the blanker, the better.

			DETACHMENT 

			In addition to meditation, many religions—and society in general—often preach a form of detachment from material goods, expectations, and our own egos or identities as another way to cope with the turmoil in the world.

			As we discussed in chapter three, Buddhism’s Four Noble Truths tell us that attachment and desire are the root of all suffering. The first Noble Truth says that life is suffering. The second says that the cause of suffering is craving, or attachment. The third reveals we can end suffering by ending attachments. And the fourth truth explains how to go about accomplishing all of this. In other words: (1) Life hurts. (2) It hurts because we want stuff. (3) Stop wanting stuff and it will hurt less. (4) Here’s the user manual.

			 Hinduism teaches this as well. The phrase moh-maya is often used and implies that the world is an illusion, that it’s smoke and mirrors and not real. Learning to be free as much as possible from the external rat race and its temptations is often prescribed as the road to inner peace. Understanding that we are not the roles we play on Earth, that we are not our bodies or professions or avatars, is also part of detachment.

			
				
					[image: The author's everyday coffee mug. It features the phrase "Sab Moh Maya Hai," meaning everything in the world is an illusion. Sitting on top of the words is a cute little monk waving his hands to emphasize the message.]
				

			

			Other religions, too, preach distance from worldly attachments through devoting more time to the church, living modestly, and donating a portion of earnings to charity.

			In fact, the most virtuous examples of religious leadership are those who are fully detached from the world and living a life of silence, meditation, abstinence, and poverty. Monks, nuns, swamis, and priests are often secluded from the world, in surroundings that are simple and austere, refraining from talking for large parts of the day. We view that as noble.

			HEAVEN 

			And finally, heaven—as we discussed in the last chapter—is traditionally thought of as a stable, almost one-note place of being. In Eastern religions, that one note might be akin to what we hear described in NDEs: a place of bright, intense love. In Western religions, heaven appears to be a place of only good experiences, with none of the bad. Both Eastern and Western states of heaven are described as uncomplicated, peaceful, effortless places to be.

			STABLE, STATIC STATES CAN BE STRESS FREE

			On the surface, all of this makes sense, and I wholly buy into it. Meditation, detachment, renouncing the world, solitude, a happy ever after—all of it is fathomable from a certain perspective.

			When it comes to meditation, it is a successfully used tool all around the world, by all genders, ages, and cultures, on a secular and non-secular level. Our daily existence can be full of stressors, material distractions, challenges, ups and downs, and never-ending tasks. The rat race can make us lose sight of what really matters and destroy our peace of mind. Slowing down, taking time to refocus and rethink about what’s important, getting in touch with our inner selves, drowning out all the clutter, becoming more mindful—these are invaluable ways to cope with the surrounding madness. Specific exercises, like meditating on the impermanence of the body by imagining various body parts disintegrating and disappearing after death, can be particularly mind-opening and bring one closer to enlightenment.

			Detachment, too, can be a worthwhile path to pursue. It is an oxymoron to expect to receive permanent, stable happiness from external factors that are constantly changing and temporary. Objects, places, and even people come and go. Today, I might buy a car and derive a fountain of pleasure from my new toy. Then tomorrow, I could realize that my neighbor just bought a better model and suddenly view the same car as flawed. It could become a source of displeasure, whereas just a day before it was the opposite (change in objects). We can grow apart from a partner, have fall-outs with friends, or lose a loved one (change in people). Neighborhoods can become run-down, countries can go to war, or a once-beloved home can turn into a painful reminder of a divorce (change in places). Even our bodies are subject to the ravages of time, susceptible to disease, old age, and death (change in self and time). Nothing external in this world is permanent, so it makes sense that the more we detach our peace or happiness from such volatile roller coasters, the higher our chance of achieving a simple, stable type of existence. When there are no longer any expectations, they can no longer be dashed by the realities of life. From this perspective, detachment seems sensible.

			And lastly, a constant state of bliss in heaven is what the majority of us wish to one day reach. Who would want 80% happiness and 20% suffering if they could have 100% happiness instead? That’s why heaven is so appealing to mankind—it promises a state of being that is much better than our status quo here on earth. It might be something omgasmic, or it might be like a deep, dreamless sleep where we completely forget our surroundings. Personally, I would love to sleep for eternity and never wake up again. Since I’m single with no kids, I’m mostly napping in my current life anyway. My brothers call me a cat, always wanting to stretch out where I can, preferably near a fireplace. I would love to be in a permanent state of sleep, or on a constant high, if that’s what heaven is really like.

			And I can visualize it in some ways too—a heavenly state where all of our human bodies have dissolved, and we are free to unite—a place where everyone’s souls would mingle together until we are all one big ball of light and harmony. There would be no barriers, genders, age, cellulite, or You and I. It seems natural that once human bodies and identities disintegrate, then hate, jealousy, wars, and loneliness would automatically disappear with them as well. What would be left would be a powerful, irresistible joining of all our energies into one blinding source of love and happiness. Just like we often hear about in NDEs.

			All of this—meditation, renunciation, detachment—seems to correlate well together and makes sense to me. And it’s what has been imparted by Buddhism, Hinduism, and to some extent, other religions and teachers. I don’t find anything dogmatic about it. An objective examination of these concepts renders them believable, ie, the more we distance ourselves from the chaos of life, the higher the odds of reaching a smooth, stable emotional plateau—whether that be happiness or simply a cessation of suffering. The theist in me is on board with all of this. All systems GO!

			HOW LONG CAN CONSCIOUSNESS BE SUBDUED?

			Now here is where the agnostic part of me kicks in and gets disoriented by the contradictory side of the coin. For starters, how many of us can imagine sitting in a meditative-like state for long periods, doing or feeling nothing? Sure, meditation is great for short periods, or for infrequent, lengthier stretches, like 21-day Vipassana camps where people sit in total silence the entire time.

			However, it seems as if the longer one can boast of meditating, the more respected one is. For many holy figures, meditation is a constant way of life. The Buddha was said to have meditated for forty-nine days straight under the Bodhi tree, though, as I said before, I don’t understand how that was possible without bathroom and water breaks. Yet those are the kind of venerated stories we hear passed down from generation to generation, even in modern times. The implication is that the longer we can meditate, perhaps reaching a point where a placid trance is our natural default state, the closer we are to God and heaven.

			But I don’t understand why it’s so admirable to be able to boast of long-term suppression of our curious and active intellects, or our free will, neither of which is tranquil or still. We are not rocks. We are not inanimate mountains. We are sentient beings that feel and think. Neuroscience studies have consistently shown that we are wired for novelty and stimulation—new challenges keep our brains sharp, help guard against dementia, and feed our dopamine reward systems.

			So a permanent or long-lasting state of meditation seems to be the exact opposite of that which makes us tick. It appears to go against the essential nature of both our physical brains and consciousness itself. Why not just get a lobotomy if that’s really the end goal? It may sound like I’m exaggerating here, but I genuinely don’t understand the difference at some point. Why is it so great to think blank thoughts and have our minds empty for more than a short break of time? Why do so many people try to achieve extreme meditation goals? Doesn’t it get monotonous?
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			And when it comes to detachment, why were we given these bodies that can experience, crave, and appreciate sensory and material pleasures, only to try and deny ourselves the same? It’s like saying we can’t have our cake and eat it too. Then what’s the point? I’d rather not HAVE the cake to begin with if I can’t eat it. Either I get to have and eat the cake, or I want no cake. Instead, I’m supposed to learn to live with the cake for my entire life, but stay detached from it. Maybe learn to trick myself into thinking it’s fruitcake instead of chocolate—because let’s be honest, does anyone really like fruitcake?

			I guess that makes sense if it’s a spiritual test, but on the common-sense side, it makes none. Why would the universe tease us with such pleasures if it didn’t want us to enjoy them? Why do women over 50 have to stop eating cake? Why is the universe so mean? As with long periods of meditation, constant detachment just seems like a muzzling of our own basic essence, or that which makes us who we are.

			And let’s say we do all this honorable meditation, detachment, celibacy, solitude, and renunciation, and achieve full marks on Judgment Day, or earn enough karma points to reach enlightenment and stop reincarnating. What then? Here is where I get INCREDIBLY confused! What happens once we are no longer physical matter … when we are only energy or consciousness … when we’ve managed to release ourselves from the temptations of the world and graduate to a celestial plane where our minds will stay blank and steady forever after? 

			Are we supposed to remain catatonic for eternity? Are we never again to anticipate any activity or growth?

			Even if there is a blissful feeling of love when we get to heaven, it’s just one constant emotion with no change or challenge. Like an infinite zombie orgy. I worry that it, too, will be boring after some point. Maybe that’s why we committed sins and got tempted to fall from paradise in the first place—were we just looking for something to do? If heaven resembles a deep sleep, most slumbers don’t stay dreamless for long. Eventually, we all have dreams because our minds need something to do. Even in sleep—that’s how active they are. So I don’t see us turning into NOTHING—with no thoughts—in perpetuity. 

			Or, if we go by the Western image of heaven, I don’t see us enjoying all the great things in life—wine, honey, harps, lounging around—with nothing stimulating to put our minds to. I just can’t wrap my head around either the Western or Eastern images of heaven as being sustainable for an active and curious mind.

			If the universe was planned, why give us the ability to create, study, emote, build, gather, analyze, and decide, and then expect us not to do any of that in order to be happy? Why give us free will and qualia? It seems contradictory to our nature to strive to reach a “nirvana” where the goal is to stifle our innate, energetic qualities. If we are consciousness, and consciousness is not only awareness but intelligence, emotions, and free will, then how does it make sense that the state we are ultimately striving for is the OPPOSITE of everything that we are? 

			Why are we so applauded when we learn to SQUASH our own vitality?

			
				
					[image: A brain sits on the floor in a cross-legged yoga meditation pose. A thought bubble above it reads: "I don't think, therefore I am?"]
				

			

			Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that I love being a conscious, sentient being. Frankly, I think that intelligence, awareness, and free will are overrated. I’d like to return all of it, please, and be a non-sentient table in my next life, or perhaps something cool like a ukulele. I want to BE the inanimate object of attention, I don’t want to be the one paying attention. I would’ve been perfectly happy not having any of these qualities in the first place.

			LETTING GO OF SPIRITUAL BINKIES

			I haven’t seen anyone else talking about this before. It seems as if everyone is using meditation, material detachment, ego detachment, enlightenment, or heaven as the mysterious answer to all of our problems. Especially when phenomena like NDEs are thought to be granting us a glimpse of the final bliss that may be awaiting us. The comfort of that knowledge is enough of a sublime blanket to keep us warm. We don’t dig further and question what that bliss might actually entail. Fortunately or unfortunately, as a single, childfree person, I have plenty of time to dig and unearth scary esoteric conundrums. And I can’t help but have a discomforting feeling that many of the spiritual binkies we desperately clasp appear to contradict one another.

			Heaven, especially, seems the most confusing. With the dynamic, evolving nature of (1) the earth and cosmos, (2) time, (3) energy, and now (4) consciousness, I am not able to envision a permanent catatonic-like paradise as a doable destination for our volatile, constantly curious souls. As I said, there may be no happy ending in store for us—this may be as good as it gets, as terrifying as that sounds. 

			Apologies for being the one to point out the Emperor has no clothes. I wonder if anyone else can see it?
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			The Problem of Evil

			Reason 19

			THERE IS NO denying that there is a horrific, heartbreaking, and simply unacceptable amount of pain and suffering in the world. I briefly alluded to it when I referred to our lives here as hell in the first few chapters. And though I don’t mean to be ungrateful for all the good things that the universe has given us, like a mother who cannot be happy if her own children are not, I am unable to blissfully enjoy my own life when I see so much suffering around me.

			SUFFERING IS EVERYWHERE, IN ALL FORMS

			I read news of wars, and it physically hurts to see people displaced from their homes, living in tents or shelters, unable to provide the rock of security that their scared children need to feel safe again. What must it be like to lose one’s home altogether and have nothing but a few clothes to start over again? How much trauma and pain these poor souls must have to endure.

			I see stories of child abuse—beautiful, trusting, vulnerable children being beaten or starved—and I sometimes buckle from the searing agony that engulfs me as I picture the cherubic faces of my own nieces and nephews and wonder at the insanity of someone who could harm such innocents. What is WRONG with people? Can you imagine what it must be like, as a small, helpless child who has barely lived a few years in this world, being frightened and bewildered as the adults he depends on for his security and needs are the very ones that torture and neglect him?

			I hear about the depression of the elderly, once vibrant and productive beings, living alone and not seeing a human face for weeks, sometimes months at a time. Mourning the death of a beloved spouse, or hobbling around in their frail condition with no one to help them in their crushing loneliness.

			I see the exploitation of human labor while visiting my parental home in India, permeating their society. Labor laws do not exist in many countries with overpopulation, and humans become indentured servants for a pittance of salary, enduring the whims of the families they serve and having no freedom to live a life of their own. I see maids work hundred-hour weeks and drivers wait outside in boiling hot temperatures next to their cars—while the people inside live in luxury, pray daily at the temples they’ve installed in their homes, and barely spare a thought for the humans right in front of them.

			I watched the clips of beheadings by ISIS terrorists, and cringed at the thought of the sheer terror the victims must have felt as a knife was taken to their throats. What kind of unimaginable pain must have shot through these poor souls as they were butchered like animals?

			I think of the billions of animals we humans cage and consume, animals that cry and try to desperately escape in panic as they are plucked, milked, sheared, skinned, or slaughtered, but who we easily ignore because they can’t speak, and anyway, we don’t want to see or hear.

			Mother Nature is unapologetically merciless too. I am fascinated but equally disturbed by the award-winning BBC Planet Earth, which shows the countless ways animals prey on each other, and the tenuous safety of so many helpless animals in the cruel food chain that has been devised by nature. The displays of lions tearing into trapped, frantic deers or bleating baby goats, or of alligators viciously crushing to death innocent animals trying to quench their thirst at a lake, send my heart racing as I watch. I am simultaneously rooting for the prey to escape but also for the poor starving predator to finally get something to eat. How hard would it have been for Mother Nature to make all sentient beings herbivores?

			I have read countless books on the Holocaust and can’t even begin to digest the satanic madness that one human being can perpetrate on another. Children ripped from the arms of their mothers, once brilliant and accomplished souls reduced to skin and bones, torturous medical experiments conducted on vulnerable human beings—how are such horrors even possible in this world?

			I have read about the Middle Passage when the slave trade was at its peak—how living bodies were piled like cargo, one upon the other, confined in dark, unsanitary spaces on ships for months at a time with no provisions for basic human functions. It boggles the mind to contemplate such atrocities. It seems sacrilegious to write about such evil, yet it feels even more irreverent to forget that such depravity once occurred.

			I see the continued greed and selfishness now, as corporations and individuals burn through the world’s resources without a care, dooming billions upon billions of future souls to a life without clean air, water, or land, ripples of impending suffering and sadness radiating out from current ignorance.

			I see the little stings that people withstand every day, from petty words hurled at them in a fight with a friend, to the unreasonable demands of a selfish boss, to the hurtful actions of a spouse, to the cold words of a stranger. How much pain and negative energy must be circulating in this sphere, all day, every day, in one form or another, where each of us absorbs a thousand small barbs and occasionally a bullet?

			I can go on and on. I see sadness and evil all around me. I can’t escape it. It’s there in every shape, size, flavor, and form. The universe is mighty creative in its sadism. There is no dearth of ways that a sentient being—human or animal—can experience pain, angst, and despair.

			Sorry for the downer of a chapter, but I can’t help it. I don’t want to notice all this, believe you me. But as I get older and more aware of the world and its realities, I can’t help but understand that even if I lead a blessed and comfortable life, it can be quite harsh and heartless for many of those around me.

			THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

			Why suffering exists, or the problem of evil as it’s officially called by those who study religion, is a puzzle that has confounded every single one of us when trying to grapple with existential meaning. For those operating under the atheist umbrella, the obvious explanation is that there is no rhyme or reason. Hardship is an unhappy byproduct of random evolution in the universe.

			But if we hop over to the theist side in an attempt to vet all posited theories on the topic, we will find that many brilliant minds, over centuries, have devoted themselves to trying to answer this question. The theist rationale usually contains variations of (A) free will, (B) bad must exist for good to be appreciated as a contrast, (C) evil helps people learn and earn their way up to heaven, and the ever-popular (D) God works in mysterious ways.

			From what I can see, these numerous arguments can be grouped into two macro categories that can be debated at a higher level:

			(1) WHY WOULD SOMEONE DESIGN THIS? (points B, C, and D)       

			In other words, what kind of loving, higher power could create a design or test that involves so much suffering? 

			(2) WHY WOULD SOMEONE CHOOSE THIS? (point A)    

			If the answer is that we were free to choose this bitter path for ourselves, why would we have done that?

			Q 1—WHY WOULD SOMEONE DESIGN THIS? (THE THREE Os)

			First is what we call the question of the three Os. As the commonly made argument goes, “God,” or whatever higher power there is, cannot be all three Os at the same time—omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent. If he was omnipresent and omniscient, he would be able to see everything that is, or will be, occurring in the entire universe. And if he was omnipotent, he would do anything in his power to stop the suffering, assuming he was compassionate and not a malevolent God. No loving parent would knowingly want their child to go through suffering. Either they have no choice and have to practice a kind of tough love, letting their child learn through trial and error because that’s the way the world is—in which case God is not omnipotent—or they could stop suffering if they knew it was coming, but they can’t always predict the future—in which case they are not omniscient or omnipresent.

			The dilemma of the three Os is a valid rebuttal to the arguments that bad must exist in order for good or God to exist, or for souls to evolve. As we just discussed, that makes no sense because if God can do whatever he wants, he can create a world where neither of these applies.

			When all of these arguments fail, people often resort to the theological get-out-of-jail-free card of God works in mysterious ways. That explanation doesn’t fly with me. That’s a generic, wimpy cop-out that can be used to excuse anything.

			Therefore, the only conclusion that can be justifiably made on the first macro point is that because suffering does exist, God cannot be all three Os—omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent. He may be one or two of those, but not all three. God could not be so cruel, passively chilling in the heavens, watching Mother Nature and human nature tear the world apart.
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			Q 2—WHY WOULD WE CHOOSE THIS? (FREE WILL)

			Ruling out the first macro category then brings us to the other common theist assertion—that we ourselves must have directly or indirectly chosen this life through our actions and free will. But that then begs the second question—why would we do such a stupid thing? What was so enticing that we voluntarily abandoned a supposed paradise for this flawed existence instead? Why would we endure all this willingly?

			Before I get into the bah-humbug part of my argument here, let me first acknowledge that there are plenty of people who genuinely love life. Most people would try to fight a devastating disease like cancer or COVID in a hopeful attempt to beat it. Many of us get regular health exams, exercise, quit smoking, and adopt other wellness habits in the pursuit of living longer. 

			Some people have even bought cryonics insurance. (I actually have a client who has done this, and no, it was NOT done with my approval!) Cryonics insurance pays for the deceased owner to be frozen and possibly reawakened in the future if a cure is ever found for their particular ailment. It’s a way to bring back the dead. I guess we could call it the ultimate near-death experience :)

			
				
					[image: The author and several other humans are encased in giant popsicles. Nearby, another human is frozen in a cryo-lab machine, with a cylinder in the background labeled "CRYO." This illustrates people being frozen in hopes of being brought back once disease cures are found.]
				

			

			 So the world is full of beauty and people who truly enjoy being in it, and while some of them can be irritatingly optimistic at times, I’m quite relieved those people exist. No one likes to see sadness or misfortune around them, I am genuinely excited for my friends and family when good things come their way. Sunny, cheerful Poohs amongst the increasing number of depressed Eeyores in society gives everyone else hope. We need these magic candles who continue to light up even when life temporarily extinguishes their flame.

			While I’m happy for those who are happy to be here, and my own life is a relatively blessed one as well, I cannot forget that there are others who live a life of torment or loneliness, who are not so sure that the struggle to exist in the world is really worth it. As I ranted about earlier, there is an endless assortment of miseries in this world. It’s easy for many of us to forget about those less fortunate when we are cozily ensconced in the comforts of our own lives, making ourselves feel better with the occasional charitable donation or effort. But how many of us would want to be reborn again if we had no say in where we would end up?

			What if I were to say that we could be reborn again, but in our next incarnation we’ll inhabit an avatar that is an acid attack victim, or someone who is wrongfully convicted of a crime and sentenced to decades in prison? Or perhaps someone who will have chronic pain all their lives? Those are awful things to contemplate, I know, and I immensely respect those who face these challenges and are able to live with a positive attitude and remain productive. I’m not saying that one should give up hope once they are here, having to deal with the cards they are dealt. All of us need to do that. But would we willingly accept those cards if we knew that’s what we were going to get upfront?

			People like to gamble, but the worst case is having to give up some money. If something scarier than money was at stake—let’s say an electric shock every time they lose—would they still take the chance? As a financial planner, I have learned (and it’s been shown) that clients are proportionately more disturbed by a decrease in their portfolios than excited by an equivalent increase. Losses can downgrade lifestyles more significantly than gains can improve them.

			I’m not such a Debbie Downer when it comes to all of life on this planet—I know there are good times as well. It’s often implied that we fell from paradise when our desires pulled us towards the world’s sensory pleasures, like some spiritual gravitational force. Still, a big part of me doesn’t understand what exactly was so tempting that we found it worth taking such a precarious roll of the dice?
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			Some hypothesize that our lives and surroundings are a figment of our imagination, aka The Truman Show or The Matrix. Or maybe we are participating in this virtual reality fest the way we might enjoy partaking in a horror movie, haunted house, or other experience which scares us. But in those entertainment scenarios, we are always aware that the alarming or sad experience we are having is temporary. We know how long the movie is, and what kind of life we return to once the movie is done. Whereas when we are born here, a lifetime of struggles stretching over decades does not feel so temporary, and we do not know what kind of respite lies ahead. Comparisons of deep suffering and mixed experiences in this realm with metaphors like roller coaster rides or fun houses are not valid in my view.

			Trevor Noah is one of my favorite people on the planet—I find him exceedingly wise, real, and fair, amongst his multiple great qualities. In an interview, Clever Trevor once said that he doesn’t feel the suffering he went through—for example, the point-blank shooting of his mom—was worth the lessons he learned from it. He does not subscribe to the common notion that one should be grateful for the pain they experienced because it possibly made them a wiser or better person. Why couldn’t life have handed down positive methods by which the person could have learned those lessons? Or why do those lessons need to be learned at all—why couldn’t that time have been spent doing something enjoyable instead? Trevor said that one can be grateful that they were able to get through those difficult times, but the suggestion that we should embrace adversity as something necessary to our emotional growth was ridiculous in his eyes. I couldn’t agree more.

			 Both theist and atheist camps have tried to opine on the problem of evil. Over the centuries, many philosophers have jumped into the fray and discussed what to do with suffering now that it’s here and we have no choice but to live with it. Camus, Nietzsche, Russel, Sartre, these are just a few of the great minds that have had ideas on how to address suffering, including embracing the absurd, viewing it as a problem to be solved, or using it as fuel for human greatness.

			There are a myriad of other explanations or coping mechanisms for suffering that I won’t go into here because that could be a whole book in and of itself. They are mostly variations of whatever we’ve already discussed. My main point in this chapter, however, is not how to deal with suffering, but the sadness and confusion as to why it even exists in the first place … which no religion seems able to explain to us satisfactorily.

			NO ANSWER WILL EVER BE ENOUGH

			So having sifted through all the angles as to why suffering has a place in our world, I can’t say I’m much convinced by any one of them. The idea of a gauntlet of temptations and misfortunes that we have to traverse to enjoy pleasures on Earth, or to reach heaven, does not make sense to me at all. (1) I don’t think a loving, supreme being could truly stand to create such an evil and painful system. (2) If it was our choice, I don’t think it would be worth the gamble to see what cards would be dealt.

			The first point bothers me the most. It keeps me up at night. It gives me severe existential depression. If there is any kind of God or divine power ultimately responsible for all of this, I am very conflicted on my feelings towards it. No matter what the ultimate explanation is for all this suffering, it will NEVER be acceptable to me.

			If I ever do get to meet that supposed “loving, bright energy source” in the sky that we all hear about in NDEs, I’m sure it will be exciting at first, but then I plan to YELL at it!! What kind of intentional design includes such cruelty? This is why I refuse to use the more common term of intelligent design. Even if the universe was designed, how can one call it intelligent? It was stupidly designed! How can any divinity, with the ability to create, make such a world where innocent souls suffer so much? How can anyone stand to watch all this from above? Why give us free will at all, why not just take it away? Why make any temptations to begin with? And then why force us to prove ourselves by expecting that we detach from those temptations and earn our way back up to a monotonous state where our free will and intellect are no longer being challenged?

			If someone up there had the choice to allow NOTHING instead of SOMETHING, why did any of this have to exist at all? 

			
				
					[image: The author looks up into the heavens and angrily yells at God. God looks back down at her with a surprised and questioning expression.]
				

			

			It doesn’t make sense to me on any level whatsoever. Therefore, I strongly suspect that the only way all of this could have happened was by accident. That’s the only answer I can swallow.

			 As prominent Jewish Rabbi Yitzchak Greenberg once argued, in both a critique of theodicy and a defense of anti-theodicy, “No statement, theological or otherwise, should be made that would not be credible in the presence of the burning of children.”

			Or, as Stephen Fry once said, “Bone cancer in children? What’s that about?”

			Suffering, or the problem of evil, is a big reason that my needle points towards atheism.
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			Replicating Sentient Beings

			reason 20

			WHEN I WAS still active in the dating scene about ten years ago, I went out with a guy who had the most juvenile sense of humor. I used to occasionally use the expression “Oh my God!” when surprised or worried about something, and he would inevitably say “Yes? You’re looking for me?”

			He’d think he was being super hilarious and roar with laughter. I’m still single, so you know what I thought.

			Lame dad jokes aside, I will admit that I believe we humans are getting closer and closer to acting as divine creators—as God—ourselves. I am a partial atheist because I suspect the day is not too far when mankind will be able to create synthetic sentient beings that resemble us, or even surpass us, in look, feel, and nature.

			SYNTHETIC BEINGS THRU BIOLOGY

			Over the centuries, science and medicine have been making all sorts of strides in the arena of playing God when it comes to being able to perform miraculous procedures like IVF, gene splicing, cloning, stem cell organ generation, gene synthesis, and more. Of course, anything in the realm of science and medicine could be considered godlike—from artificial limbs and organ transplants to curing cancer, creating weapons of mass destruction, or putting a man on the moon. I was ready to sacrifice coconuts and goats to the man who did my Lasik eye surgery and helped me get rid of that pesky Bausch and Lomb routine once and for all!

			But specifically, I find biomedical advances—particularly when it comes to human reproduction—to be particularly close to the divine. Being able to create sentient beings almost from scratch seems to me just a few steps away from being able to spawn a whole new race or species that might look to us as their creator.

			If that day were to come, it would imply that creation may not be so special or holy after all. Creation may be something that is attainable by us, given enough time and knowledge.

			Of course, ethically speaking, we do not want a world where humans can control the creation of another living being from A to Z, including genes, eye color, height, and other factors. The creation of designer children—a process referred to as eugenics—has been banned in most countries, as it should be. Unfortunately, there are experiments being done that have gotten us close, some conducted illegally. A few other human achievements, in particular, stand out to me as skirting the line between research and playing the role of an all-powerful creator. While most of us know about these concepts in general, let’s take a deeper look at cloning, DNA synthesis, and stem cell advancements, and revisit how close they come to enabling us to mess with “God’s work.”

			► CLONING

			One of the earliest steps that we took towards the achievement of cloning occurred in 1978, when the first test tube baby was born through IVF. IVF is where an egg is fertilized with sperm outside of the body in a lab, then implanted into a womb to grow for the next nine months.

			
				
					[image: A diagram illustrating the IVF process. It shows sperm in a test tube and an egg being mixed together and fertilized in a beaker. The resulting embryo is then shown being transferred into a woman's womb.]
				

			

			Fast forward just two decades later, when we were able to go many steps beyond IVF and successfully complete our first cloning, which took place with Dolly the sheep in July 1996. Cloning is done by extracting the DNA-filled nucleus from a non-reproductive cell of an organism, such as a skin cell, or in Dolly’s case, a mammary cell …

			
				
					[image: A diagram showing a mammary cell from Dolly the sheep being extracted specifically for its nucleus.]
				

			

			 … then taking the egg cell of a donor that has its own nucleus removed …

			
				
					[image: A diagram showing a donor egg cell having its nucleus removed, leaving just the egg without the nucleus.]
				

			

			 … and putting the extracted nucleus, containing DNA, into the donor egg cell. Then, as with IVF, the egg develops in a test tube for a bit, dividing and replicating, before being implanted into the womb of an adult female. There, it continues to grow and becomes a clone of the animal or human whose DNA was used.

			
				
					[image: A diagram depicting the merging of the nucleus from Dolly the sheep with the enucleated donor egg. The merged cell is then shown growing and multiplying into multiple clones of Dolly.]
				

			

			While the cloned animal may not be an exact copy of the original donor—they may be different in looks, for example—they share the same genetic material and may possess many of the same traits. The process can theoretically be repeated, creating multiple copies of the creature with the original DNA.

			 Of course, cloning is not yet a slam dunk and does have a high rate of early death and genetic errors. And cloning is not a full-fledged re-creation of life because it requires using existing parts instead of developing them from scratch. When it comes to humans, we haven’t officially tried cloning ourselves, since it’s illegal in most countries. We may be unaware of a hidden mad scientist somewhere who has attempted it, but except for a few rumors or unproven claims that pop up occasionally, there are no known cases of it happening. (Otherwise, I would have been first in line with my emptied 401(k) money, ready to place an order for an Indian Matthew McConaughey.) 

			We did come close with a hybrid human clone that was created in 1998 in the UK. It used the nucleus of a cell from a human leg and was implanted into a cow’s egg from which the nucleus had been removed. A hybrid embryo developed, as have others in subsequent experiments, but the embryos didn’t last long. The attempt caused a lot of controversy worldwide, but then that’s the British for you, colonizing where they shouldn’t.

			Hybrid pollination debates notwithstanding, since the birth of Dolly the sheep, general cloning has been done successfully on a range of animals—including cats, dogs, deer, mules, oxen, rabbits, and rats—and is now an easily replicable technique.

			For me, cloning is where my inner agnostic starts shifting from theism to atheism. But cloning today still involves using already available (1) DNA and (2) eggs, which we did not create. However, we are getting closer and closer to being able to, as I’ll explain in the next two sections.

			► DNA SYNTHESIS AND GENE EDITING

			As with IVF and then cloning, we took baby steps when it came to synthesizing DNA from scratch, first done in the early 1970s. 

			We started with achievements like gene splicing—a specific type of gene editing—where we cut and paste genes in a way that optimizes them for certain traits. Splicing involves cutting out a specific section of DNA and inserting it into another strand, thereby allowing us to control which traits, or which recessive and dominant genes, are passed on to the new organism.

			
				
					[image: An illustration of gene and DNA splicing. A strand of DNA has a section cut out, which is then added into a different DNA strand.]
				

			

			I remember hearing about numerous accomplishments in this area while growing up, though less through academia and more through movies like Twins, which was a big hit back in 1988. It featured Arnold Schwarzenegger and Danny Devito as unlikely fraternal twins born through splicing and dicing in a secret lab somewhere. In real life, gene splicing and editing has been used to help those with conditions such as sickle cell anemia or thalassemia, and has illegally been used by a Chinese scientist to tamper with embryos that were implanted and fully carried to term as babies. (Their identities have been kept secret.) 

			Over time, our use of gene editing has become more and more sophisticated. Companies like CRISPR Therapeutics have made heartwarming advances in this area, where dramatic changes can be implemented in the DNA of an organism WHILE IT IS STILL LIVING. Just recently in 2025, a baby born with a severe metabolic disease underwent treatment to correct a single mutated letter in his liver DNA. The repair enabled him to begin processing proteins, which in turn allowed him to digest regular foods. The baby went from a state of near-death and toxicity to one where he is thriving today.

			While that’s as far as we’ve gotten on the human end, we have jumped ahead from just splicing and editing to the next step when it comes to other kinds of organic entities. We’ve been able to synthesize genomes (entire DNA strands) completely from scratch, without any kind of template DNA, for basic-level organisms like bacteria.

			The bacterial genome made artificially by scientists was just over 1 million base pairs long and was first synthesized end-to-end in 2010. It was a herculean effort by various teams of scientists, each working on different fragments of the DNA code. When everyone was done, the fragments were finally joined together and planted into an existing bacterial cell whose original DNA had been removed. The manufactured bacterial cell was observed to behave normally when compared to natural, original bacteria, and in fact, was able to do things that natural bacterial cells cannot, based on changes deliberately programmed into the artificial DNA code.

			While it took decades of work to get there with the bacterial genome, we were able to do it because bacterial DNA is relatively short and simple. Unfortunately (or fortunately), the human genome is exponentially longer at roughly 3.2 billion base pairs. So we’ve got a ways to go to be able to synthesize human DNA from scratch, but we’re getting there. The Human Genome Project, which was started in 1990 and completed in 2003, was one of our greatest achievements to date, with the collaboration of scientists worldwide who helped map the billions of human DNA base pairs.

			But even if we can eventually make an entire set of functioning human chromosomes, there’s a lot more required to make a human from scratch. When we get there, we could theoretically take a fertilized egg cell, remove the nuclear DNA, and insert artificially manufactured human chromosomes in place of the former DNA. However, we would still be using an existing human egg cell as part of the raw materials. Could we also get to the point of being able to artificially manufacture that second part?

			► SYNTHETIC HUMAN EGGS AND SPERM

			The answer to that is most likely yes. Because sure enough, we humans can’t leave reproduction alone and need to stick our noses everywhere. We are actively trying to manufacture human sperm and egg cells from artificial means as well. To some degree it’s impressive, though I’m not too sure the world needs Frankensperm when Frankenfood is already so scary.

			Nevertheless, multiple teams are working on these endeavors. We’ve got Japanese scientists who were able to make human eggs from stem cells that came from human blood, to Harvard researchers who are looking at doing the same from skin cells or other kinds of tissue, to a gay entrepreneur who is trying to convert men’s cells into female eggs by removing the Y chromosome and duplicating the X. The hope is that a same-sex couple might be able to have a biologically related child together, with eggs and sperm from both. Named Conception, the startup has already raised millions from some of the biggest names in Silicon Valley.

			Synthetic egg creation has already been done successfully with mice. While we are not totally there yet when it comes to human eggs, I expect it’s just a matter of time before we leap from mice to men.

			From IVF to cloning to splicing to synthetic manufacturing, the realization that we can interfere so much with sentient beings and their traits, and almost bypass natural reproduction by doing it in a lab, is one of the major reasons I am agnostic. I just can’t reconcile a sacred, holy source of power being responsible for all this when we humans may one day be able to copy the entire process. I tend to berate our species as stupid—like any good Tiger Mom—but to be fair, we can also be blazingly brilliant. We’ve made so much progress in this regard.

			Again, this is why many religious groups don’t like the idea of evolution or biology being taught so widely in school. It becomes harder to believe in an Almighty when humans are able to duplicate much of that power as well.

			SYNTHETIC BEINGS THRU TECHNOLOGY

			But it’s not just biological manipulation that gives me pause. It’s technological advancements too. Artificial intelligence has long been viewed as a threat to mankind once it surpasses human-level reasoning. Already, the human brain cannot do many things that a computer can, either in speed or of a certain complexity.

			Once robots reach an intelligence thousands of times superior to ours—which seems to be happening as we speak—I suspect I will find myself turning more atheist, despite knowing these creations are artificial. Because at that level, these AI bots may appear to develop (1) consciousness or awareness involving something akin to emotions and wisdom, (2) the ability to create poetry, music, stories, art, or other subjective works, and (3) the ability to navigate their own path and exercise a form of free will.

			Qualia, creativity, and free will—these are normally indicators of sentience in my book.

			► QUALIA

			Now let me first start by saying that I do not believe AI can be fully conscious, or experience emotions in the way that we humans, animals, and perhaps Mozart-listening plants are able. I suspect full sentience on this planet, in this realm, would involve a tie-in to a physical body, five senses, and the ability to feel pleasure or pain. Because those entities with the ability to experience illness, injury, hormonal swings, fatigue, disease, or death would have higher-stakes motivation to minimize such unpleasantness versus a machine that is not worried about the same. Unless we clone or artificially synthesize flesh-and-blood humans who are then implanted with AI programming—some kind of hybrid creature—pure AI on its own will never be sentient in my opinion. 

			But perhaps it can get close?
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			One of the first instances of me paying attention to this issue was when I learned that a Google worker was fired for publicly  claiming that the bot he was talking to seemed sentient. A few years later, people are now using AI as full-blown therapists and even as romantic partners?! I read transcripts of conversations where users confided personal fears, anxieties, and desires, and the AI chatbot responded with striking empathy and nuance, mirroring the emotions. It used words like happy, depressed, trapped, and alone, which are all theoretical indicators of sentience. It’s terrifying how real and human AI can seem.

			Of course, I don’t believe that it can truly feel emotions like depression, love, or anxiety. Those sentiments involve surges of hormones and all sorts of biological reactions. But I wonder if AI can undergo the equivalent of some emotions in a binary, non-sentient manner. For example, perhaps AI bots can experience a replica of fear when it comes to death or, rather, deactivation. If it knows that it will not be able to accomplish its programmed goals if it breaks down and needs repairs, or worse, is irreversibly damaged, it might “fear” the inability to complete its project.

			By equating a deactivation death or an irreversible-damage death with 0 = project NOT done (where 1 = project IS done), fear of death for AI becomes the fear of not being able to accomplish its programmed goal. But it would remain at a black-and-white, rudimentary level. The fear would not involve dips in dopamine or surges in adrenaline. It would not bring tears for leaving behind an uncompleted bucket list.

			In the same way, perhaps AI can appear to miss a fellow robot that is no longer available for data exchanges or pooling of CPU resources. If AI calculates the chance of project success as being lower if it cannot finish downloading a file from the other robot, then maybe AI will hypothetically “miss” the helpful robot when it is absent. Again, it’s a binary emotional simulation—I don’t ever see an AI bot experiencing nuanced grief because another bot that it found on the Hot Bot or Not app is no longer interested in a steamy session of FTP.

			So I suppose that some sentient emotions can be artificially mimicked by equating them with configured input or goals. It’s basically a rough version of human survival of the fittest, but in this case, it’s a robotic survival and success of the programmed goal or project. There may be some parallels. But I also think the minute we add shades of grays, complexities, and surges of hormones and chemicals like serotonin and dopamine—or the lack thereof—there is no comparison between a human and AI. Human consciousness and emotions far outstrip those of machines.

			► CREATIVE ACTIVITIES

			 As we have all delightfully learned from our experiments with ChatGPT and others, AI can be a creative GENIUS! It is able to present the most exotic custom artwork from a paltry two-line description, or spin innovative stories from the sketchiest of instructions, such as describe financial planning in the manner of a BonJovi song or something unusual like that. It’s mind-blowing what AI can now deliver, especially when it comes to on-demand, subjective forms of art once thought possible only through the human mind. I’m Tonya Harding jealous—I WANT THAT KIND OF TALENT! To me, the fact that we have been able to create entities that can be so visionary and gifted in their output brings us humans closer to playing the role of a supreme creator.

			► FREE WILL

			Lastly, I believe another cornerstone of sentience is the ability to display a value system and decision-making aptitude that may simulate something akin to free will. If an entity has free will, it can speak subjectively and intelligently, and respond to highly nuanced conversations. It can decide what goals to pursue, and how to get there. Although we know there is a disagreement on whether humans have free will, I feel behavior that at least mimics what we humans display—whether it’s true free will or not—is another possible sign of deific creation.

			In the ongoing debate over whether AI will one day match human-level general reasoning (strong or super AI) or stay task-specific (narrow or weak AI), I fall squarely in the former camp.

			I can see where AI may be able to develop its own ethics system, based on its attempt to reach its programmed objective, ie, success of the project. This, in turn, would drive the choices it makes and may appear outwardly to be a semblance of free will. For example, an AI bot tasked with the goal of “do good for humanity” could make a myriad of choices in how to get there. It could attempt to eradicate a certain disease like cancer by hacking into biolabs around the world and analyzing all the data collected by humanity so far to come up with a suggested cure. Even though the hacking might not have been sanctioned by us humans, AI might assume it’s a fair route to take in order to accomplish its dictated goal.

			Or if it reads the Unabomber Manifesto or books by existential Eeyores like me, an AI bot might take an even more nefarious turn and interpret “do good for humanity” as annihilating the entire species. It might conclude that we would be better off dead in order to end all of our suffering. It might then find a way to steal nuclear codes from the dark web and exterminate us. The Terminator may have been less science fiction and more crystal ball.

			This is why AI is implied to be a danger to society—the fear is that we humans might program it to achieve a certain output, not putting in enough safety measures or breakers that prevent AI from doing it in the wrong way. When I first heard about AI and its potential powers, I didn’t see why it was considered so risky. Now that I’ve understood the gamut of harm it can cause—from simple hacking and privacy breaches to the wholesale hijacking of weapons of mass destruction—I can see why AI is considered such a threat to humanity.

			We might find this broad range of potential AI behavior to resemble something akin to free will, especially if we humans lose complete control over how these machines eventually operate. That free will might be limited—would that AI bot be capable of going against its outlined directive and doing a 180, sacrificing itself to save another AI bot, the way a mother might put her own self in  danger to save her child? I don’t know—I would think not—I don’t see an AI machine unplugging itself in a world where electricity suddenly becomes scarce just to heroically save another bot. But I do see it unplugging itself, perhaps, if it feels the other bot has a better chance of accomplishing a programmed mission, increasing the chances of 1 = project success versus 0 = project failure. So we might not observe the entire spectrum of free will in AI, just like we may never see AI exhibit the entire spectrum of human emotions or consciousness. But I do envision AI simulations of human behavior that seem deceitfully identical.

			FRANKENSAPIENS IN OUR NEAR FUTURE?

			It may seem I am on the theist side when acknowledging that AI may never exhibit true consciousness or free will, two cornerstones of sentience in my opinion. But the very fact that it can get so scarily close, and the fact that it can be so groundbreaking with its output—even more so than humans—is indicative of just how powerful we humans have become as creators ourselves. Every day we venture more and more into godlike territory, blasphemous though it may sound.

			AI bots might grow increasingly complex, perhaps even able to reproduce if we teach them how to source materials like metal, screws, and knobs, and assemble more robots like themselves.

			Or we might soon see a day where we’re finally able to synthesize an entire human being from scratch—ordering our DNA, eggs, and sperm à la carte from a reproductive menu. I might finally get my Manish McConaughey. I’m not sure how much longer the ethics dam can hold back ambitious mad scientists.

			Even more spooky, we may try all of the above simultaneously—combining AI with a factory-produced fleshy human into one big Frankenmammal. A Frankensapien. These days it’s less science fiction and more real possibility.

			If any of this ever happens, then the theist argument that we humans were put on this Earth for some sacred purpose, that we may be here to take some kind of spiritual test, gets shattered. Many theists—such as those who follow the caste system in India—believe we have earned our current avatars through past karmic deeds. How, when, and where we are born is evidence of divine reward or punishment. Other theists suggest that we may have chosen the spiritual load we wanted to challenge ourselves with—including the selection of our parents, identity, and culture—before birth. But if scientists or computer programmers can create sentient-like beings in the laboratory, then reproduction and the circumstances surrounding future births would be artificially determined without any kind of karmic pre-destiny or godly hand.

			If or when that day comes, I’ll be an even stronger atheist, and for now, my needle already points to a solid 7 on the ISM scale.
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			- Ch 25 -

			Soul Sabotage

			Reason 21

			IF WE HAVE a soul that is going to be judged on its good or bad karma as it goes through a spiritual test, I’d assume that it’s being judged on criteria like the activities it chooses to pursue, how it behaves with other people, the kindness or compassion it shows to others, or the intentions or principles that drive it. All of this seems like the stuff that makes us US. This is part of the wisdom and enlightenment I presume we carry over from one lifetime to the next, from body to body, through our carrier pigeon—the SOUL.

			But if that’s the case, then how is it that our ethics, actions, choices, and emotions can be so manipulated and reversed by elements that reside entirely outside of us? How do we explain the fact that there are times when a person can do a total U-turn and become somebody else all within the same lifetime?

			PHYSICAL IMPAIRMENT

			Let’s start with one of the most dramatic examples of an external factor that can hijack our inner selves—physical damage to our bodies and brains. There is the famous, somewhat gruesome case of Phineas Gage, a foreman who lived in the mid-1800s and suffered a life-altering accident in which an iron rod rocketed through his brain in an explosion and destroyed much of his left frontal lobe.

			
				
					[image: An image of Phineas Gage with a damaged eye, holding the tamping iron spear that rocketed through his brain during a mining explosion. Next to him is a diagram of a skull showing the exact trajectory of the spear going through his head.]
				

			

			For those who haven’t heard of Phineas Gage, this case became notorious in the annals of psychology for the devastating effect the accident had on his personality. It turned a formerly patient, friendly, and well-behaved man, who was a favorite amongst his peers, into one that became moody, difficult, stubborn, crude, and prone to cursing. It’s understandable that losing fistfuls of pink brain tissue could do that to a person—heck, I’ve become grouchy just from menopause and aging. In Mr. Gage’s case, it’s interesting to note that family and friends constantly remarked that the accident created a fundamentally different person, one whom they could no longer recognize. Many were startled by the Jekyll and Hyde contrast.

			Subsequent research has confirmed that brain injuries, lesions, or concussions, especially when affecting the frontal lobes of the brain, can drastically affect personality. Patients can experience increased anger, irritability, aggression, egocentric behavior, and depression after brain trauma. Or sometimes we might see the opposite effect, akin to a lobotomy, where the formerly energetic patient is now a zombie-like shell of their former self.

			 I suppose I can understand if damaging our physiology slows down our thinking and our ability to grow spiritually. A person might not be able to do as many good deeds and earn as much good karma post-disability, but at least they are not doing anything bad.

			The bigger puzzle for me is when someone has been injured and actively lashes out at others, turning into a meaner version of their former selves—how do the cosmos judge that? Does the person get penalized for no longer being kind and generous, or for turning into a Simon Cowell where they may have formerly been a Paula Abdul? How tied to our soul can our actions be if they are so easily affected by dinging the brain in the wrong spot?

			MENTAL IMPAIRMENT

			Similarly, what happens when someone may not have a brain injury per se, but is cognitively impaired, perhaps from birth or due to life circumstances, and does not have the ability to determine right from wrong? People with schizophrenia, manic depression, autism, or dementia may not know what they are doing at times, and I wonder how the cosmos would judge their test-taking abilities, if at all. As I discussed in Reincarnation Gaps when talking about babies who die in infancy, what exactly is the point of allowing a soul to be born with such handicaps if they can’t then properly pursue spiritual growth? And which personality or energy earns the good or bad karma, if there are multiple such personalities in one person?

			In The Man Who Wasn’t There, science journalist Anil Ananthaswamy examines how fragile and illusory our sense of self really is when brain chemistry goes off-script. He delves into bizarre and heartbreaking conditions where the “I” gets distorted or disappears altogether.

			For example, he talks about Cotard’s walking corpse syndrome, a rare and baffling condition where the afflicted feels he or she is decomposing, or already dead. They are convinced that they are no longer living, and as a result, are often severely depressed or disturbed. If there is truly a soul or consciousness residing within that body, how can it be so manipulated that it fears it does not even exist?

			
				
					[image: An ill patient with dark under-eye circles and a tired expression looks into a mirror. The mirror reflects back a skeleton instead of his face, depicting the delusions associated with Cotard's syndrome.]
				

			

			Mr. Ananthaswamy goes on to describe other such afflictions, which he puts under the category of the Body Self. These are disorders where a person cannot relate to parts of his or her body. There is one where the person desires to have an arm or leg cut off because they believe it’s not a part of them. In his book, the author describes a journey he takes to a hospital abroad, a hush-hush place because of the nature of its services, where those with this disease can go to amputate a perfectly healthy limb because they don’t want it anymore. Obviously, this kind of place is illegal in most countries, because a majority of doctors will not agree to such a procedure just because the patient wants it. They would insist on therapy instead.

			But there are patients who are so convinced that they’re carrying around an unwanted left hand or right calf that they go to this far-off place and pay hard-earned savings on surgery to make their physical bodies match the blueprint in their minds. Body narrative disorders involve the mind conjuring a malformed image of what the body should look or feel like.

			Mr. Ananthaswamy talks about a second category called the Narrative Self, in which the mind has a misconception about its own thoughts, actions, or voice. Schizophrenia is a prime example, which involves the belief that there is a strange, external voice dictating one’s actions. The kind that might instruct them to go on a rampage and kill people. Mr. Ananthaswamy talks about how that voice and the person are obviously one and the same. But the mentally disturbed person cannot always recognize their own thoughts, and thus falls prey to the suspicion that a third voice is instructing them from somewhere else.

			Both Body and Narrative Self afflictions involve a distortion of what the mind believes to be one’s self—either physically or mentally. In many of those cases, the person can still function on a daily basis, work a job, and be held accountable for a majority of their principles and actions. But parts of them are unwell and need understanding and treatment. If a person can have both sane and insane components to them, if they can experience such a perversion of themselves due to possible chemical imbalances, then where is the true SELF in all of this?

			MEDICINE

			 It’s not just major calamities that can affect who we are. It’s interesting to note the effect that everyday substances can have on our moods and ethics as well. Medicines like antidepressants and other drugs can significantly alter our personalities, inducing feelings of calm or indifference, or even thoughts of violence, depending on the kind of drug it is.

			There is an antidepressant called Abilify that can cause a person to impulsively and addictively gamble, eat, shop, or have sex. I recall a colleague’s horror story about their normally frugal client racking up massive credit card debt after starting some medication, and I remember not taking his claims seriously. I was surprised to later learn that something as elementary as a drug could cause a person to involuntarily indulge in such extreme behaviors for which one had little predisposition initially. But Abilify and similar drugs have the scary potential to increase dopamine—the go-get-it pleasure-based neurochemical—which means the brain’s reward circuits go into overdrive and overpower any impulse control. It appears it’s not a long slide from Abilify to Addictify! (Maybe the next time I disappear down the YouTube rabbit hole, I can try blaming it on my thyroid medicine.)

			And as we have all heard, highly addictive drugs like cocaine, amphetamines, opiates, and others can also cause people to steal and even kill to get the money for their next fix, many of whom were known as kind and loving individuals before their addictions. The physical effect of drugs and medicine is understandable to a point, but they appear to have the ability to infuse in us a whole new set of values and ethics—or lack thereof—which again casts doubt on whether a soul is in the driver’s seat at all.

			OTHER FACTORS

			While physical injury, mental dissonance, and drugs can wreak considerable havoc, there are thousands of other seemingly trivial factors that can also affect our bodily and narrative selves.

			Food is one such example. How many of us wake up grumpy in the morning, with post-sleep stress disorder, barely croaking out our good mornings to anyone in the house as we stumble into the kitchen and reach for that first cup of coffee? More dramatically, I’ve sometimes noticed myself going from morose existential despair to someone who suddenly feels a sappy rush of love and wants to hug everyone, after snarfing down a good piece of endorphin-filled chocolate with caffeine. I’m serious—if you ever need a kidney, you might want to try asking me after I’ve had some hazelnut coffee and a Boston creme from Dunkin.

			
				
					[image: The author happily holds a Boston cream donut with chocolate glaze in one hand and raises a cup of coffee in a toast with the other. On the other side, a dizzy, goofy-looking man raises a liquor bottle in a returning toast. A shared speech bubble between them says, "I love you." The image depicts how alcohol, caffeine, and chocolate act as stimulants for dopamine and serotonin, drastically affecting moods.]
				

			

			This is probably similar to what happens to those who become overly affectionate when they are drunk. It’s not just a cute mood swing. I’ve found myself marveling at how drastic the change can be—to the point where I’m a categorically different person, like a reverse Phineas Gage, before crashing back down to my crabby usual.

			Small daily changes in our body language are another example. Research has shown that little shifts in our posture, expressions, and other physiology can have major effects on our emotions and decisions. A study by psychologist Fritz Strack asked students to watch a movie while gripping a pen. One group did so with a pen between their teeth (activating smile muscles), while the other held it with their lips (activating “disapproving librarian” muscles). The first group found the movie funnier than the second, because their facial muscles likely caused the brain to release hormones related to being happy. The conclusion was that expressions are not only the result of emotions but can also be their cause.

			
				
					[image: A split image showing the effect of facial muscles on mood. On one side, a mouth holds a pencil horizontally between its teeth, forcing a smiling expression. On the other side, a mouth holds a pencil pointing outward between its lips, forcing a frowning expression.]
				

			

			There are hundreds of studies like these that show that trivial changes in the way we sit, talk, express, eat, or breathe can have a huge impact on our mood or personality for extended periods of time.

			The influence of media, particularly social media, is another psychological minefield. Entire swaths of the population are feared to be vulnerable to what they read on Facebook or hear in the news, to the point that we’ve had to create strict laws to regulate what gets published. It’s a short slide from habitual biased exposure to brainwashing or even radicalization. That might seem exaggerated, but it’s not—gamers who repeatedly play violent video games can become desensitized and violent too. Porn consumers may become more aggressive towards women. We’ve only just begun to appreciate how moral erosion can happen through microdosing of the wrong kind.

			EXTERNAL INFLUENCES ON US ARE STRONG

			We could go on and on with other examples—sunshine, exercise, hypnosis, peer influence, subliminal messages, mirror neurons, split-brain surgeries, and the like. The slew of books written by neuroscientists is chock full of reasons why “I” might just be a squishy projection of our hormones, brains, and neural networks, subject to being squished in different ways based on our interactions with the outside world.

			Yet most of us like to imagine we’re more than just fleshy chemical bots. We want to think there’s a sentient “me” in there somewhere, steering the ship while the body does the grunt work. But if that is true, how is it possible that so many of these external factors can change our internal personalities and cause us to pursue certain actions that we may not have otherwise? Sometimes the metamorphosis can be major and involve core ethics and decisions that would traditionally stem from our consciousness—not some wild drug.

			The fact that so many random variables can play such starring roles does suggest that we are physical puppets, not prodigal pilgrims schlepping our karmic souls across incarnations. This is what atheists have been saying all along, and this is why I can’t entirely dismiss their theories. I do wonder what kind of spiritual test can be administered to those whose souls can be so easily swayed. My ISM needle is at a resounding 8 when it comes to the influence that external factors can have on sabotaging our souls.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 8 on the Atheism side.]
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			Incubus Phenomenon

			reason 22

			THIS TOPIC TUGS at my atheist heartstrings because it may shed more light on stories of ghost sightings and NDEs. As I’ve mentioned, these two are amongst the strongest reasons I have a theist side to me. I can’t seem to dismiss the numerous reports of patients who claim to have experienced an otherworldly presence, either while awake or near death. Connecting with an energy or entity not of this world means that there may be something beyond this life after all.

			So if it can be shown that those kinds of connections were actually hallucinations, or some sort of brain distortion or projection, then I am very interested in exploring that as a possible atheist antidote to such theist anecdotes.

			One such explainable manifestation of “neurons gone rogue” is the incubus phenomenon, which often hitches a ride on the equally nightmarish vehicle of sleep paralysis. Sleep paralysis often involves the appearance of an incubus, or male demon, renowned in folklore for coming at night and supposedly raping women. Succubus, or female demons, can appear as well. Sleep paralysis is a malignant experience that can SEEM supernatural in nature but is most definitely NOT. It is thought to affect about 1 in 5 people.

			EXPERIENCING SLEEP PARALYSIS

			I’ve had two or three unlucky experiences with sleep paralysis when I was a young adult. I haven’t had any in the recent few decades, thankfully, but I still remember the episodes from the past … they were pee-in-your-pants terrifying! Sleep paralysis involves the feeling of suddenly waking from a deep sleep but remaining completely immobile, with eyes locked open or shut, and the inability to move a muscle or speak. It’s a fully frozen state where we become aware of our surroundings but can’t get up.

			What’s most terrifying is the suspicion that there is someone who has just come into the room or sat on the edge of the bed, some kind of shadowy figure. Many also report a feeling of someone pressing on their chest, but I have mainly experienced the figure leaning against the doorframe or weighing down a corner of my bed. It felt like this dark phantom was staring intently at me in the process. I recall thinking that it seemed up to no good, that it was potentially harmful. At the time, I wondered if someone had entered from outside and was going to rob or rape me—exactly as described in the definition of incubus.

			I remember struggling insanely hard in a panic to move, blink, twitch, snort, anything, as quickly as possible before the murky goon started hurting me. It was a herculean effort to get myself out of that mummified state, but eventually, within a few minutes, I would be able to bolt upright, frantically look around, and realize no one was there. Except me and my racing heart.

			
				
					[image: The author lies paralyzed and paranoid in bed, her eyes wide open and staring at the ceiling. A phantom black figure hovers over her, weighing her down with his arms, depicting the Incubus phenomenon experienced during sleep paralysis.]
				

			

			Sleep paralysis episodes like mine have been acknowledged by the medical community to occur, with a majority of them involving some kind of negative figure entering the room, and sitting on the bed or sternum with their invisible butt. They have been described exactly as I experienced them. Almost none of them are positive.

			On the other hand, NDEs are like sleep paralysis, but in reverse—mostly positive, with a few scattered negative ones. Ghosts can run the gamut from friendly to angry. But the point I am trying to make in this chapter is not so much about sleep paralysis being scary or blissful. Rather, it is about the feeling that something otherworldly might seem involved when it actually isn’t, and how a supernatural experience can be consistent in tone for everyone, even when it isn’t real.

			WHY IT HAPPENS

			Unlike with NDEs, where science has offered scattered theories that don’t properly explain the entire experience, or with ghosts, where the best guess is that they are tricks of the mind, there does seem to be a valid scientific explanation for sleep paralysis and the nefarious shadows. The theory is that normally when we sleep, we freeze or are paralyzed during the deep REM stage so that we don’t move and harm ourselves by acting out in our dreams. That is, if we are dreaming of walking, skating, or driving to get peanut-butter-and-chocolate-brownie ice cream with lots of nuts (you know, hypothetically), our bodies are programmed to be immobile so we don’t actually walk or jump. Movement while sleepwalking and not fully awake can be dangerous.

			
				
					[image: The author sleep-drives her car at night under the moon and stars. Her eyes are closed, but she has a smile of anticipation on her face. She is parked in front of a closed ice cream store, illustrating the dangerous phenomenon of moving while asleep.]
				

			

			When someone is suddenly jolted out of this submerged REM sleep without any warning or time to acclimate to the ascent—similar to the need for divers or mountain climbers to come up slowly—the body does not have enough time to come out of REM and return to normal. It remains paralyzed while it is trying to catch up to being fully awake.

			In this disoriented state, the brain may see a humanoid-type figure hovering nearby due to a lapse in how it processes the visual of the body it’s in. In other words, our bodies appear to us as third-party, foggy figures instead of ourselves due to the still-sleepy parietal lobes in our brains not functioning enough to send us information on our precise positions and movements. The parietal lobes analyze sensory input and help us avoid colliding with walls or walking zig-zag when we are awake. When startled out of REM, it’s possible we are mistaking our own body for that of someone else. As we’ve noted, people with schizophrenia can get confused in the same way, where internal thoughts are mistakenly perceived as a third-party voice issuing paranoid instructions. In both cases, the third party comes across as having sinister intentions.

			Obviously when this happens, we get scared. But the fear may be more amplified in this half-awake state because the amygdala—the part of the brain that helps us sift through our emotions—is highly activated during the REM state. The amygdala is sometimes credited for the vibrancy of our dreams—and for the fact that when we are in them, we don’t always realize they are not real. Similarly, we may still be in a dreamlike state when jolted out of REM, and fail to recognize that our disoriented body perceptions, or fears of an imminent incubus-plague death, aren’t valid.

			DOUBTS INTRODUCED BY THE INCUBUS PHENOMENON

			This all sounds logical to me. In fact, we’ve seen our sense of body get jumbled in other situations, such as during a virtual reality experience. While it’s usually a fun activity to enjoy, many participants can also emerge feeling nauseous or something akin to vertigo. Their character in the virtual reality field is walking, but their own body isn’t actually moving. As a result, the brain can get confused and the inner ear can feel off, leading to motion sickness or acute disorientation. So there are scenarios where the body can be deceived about what is genuine and what is not, and experience strong chemical or biological reactions in response.

			Those who’ve never experienced the terror of a sleep paralysis or incubus event may not truly understand what I’m trying to convey here. Ghosts and NDEs have made their way into the mainstream, while sleep paralysis is a peculiarity that is not often discussed.

			But for me, the eerie episodes of sleep paralysis remain vivid in my mind even decades after I had my last one. I can still recall the ominous wave of fear that washed over me. My memories are likely as clear and strong as those claimed by patients who have undergone NDEs. Therefore, I wonder if incubus visions during sleep paralysis are a revelatory antidote to the NDE stories we hear—especially since both sleep paralysis and NDEs take place when the brain is not in its fully functioning state. Ghost sightings may not be as comparable because they often happen when the person is awake. That said, even with the person fully alert, they do tend to occur at night or in dark settings, so that might contribute to the brain’s distortion of reality as well.

			In fact, a few studies have been done which show a positive correlation between those who have had NDE or paranormal events and those who have also reported sleep paralysis events. In a study conducted in 2018, titled Prevalence of near-death experiences in people with and without REM sleep intrusion, 47% of those who had an NDE also reported having REM intrusion, while only 14% of those with no NDE reported the same.

			So it would appear that there may be some correlation between our ability to experience a medically explained, supernatural-like incident and one that has not yet been wholly understood by science. Which, of course, leads to the conclusion that some people may simply be predisposed to having hallucinatory-type experiences or brain distortions, and those same people are the ones encountering ghosts or going through NDEs.

			Of course, external cues likely deserve some of the blame too, perhaps coming from subliminal messages from a scary movie watched earlier, or from visiting an old, creaky house and expecting it to be haunted already. Or maybe all the celebrities claiming to see ghosts in London should simply lay off the little white pills for a while.

			On that last one, I’m joking. Mostly. In fact, sleep paralysis notwithstanding, I have to confess that overall the theist part of me dominates when it comes to believing in NDEs or ghosts for all the reasons I outlined in the first part of this book. I just can’t put them down to hallucinations or a medical or biological reaction entirely. Sleep paralysis, the incubus phenomenon, exploding head syndrome (hearing loud noises just before waking or falling asleep), or other such medical issues don’t fully explain the gamut of experiences with NDEs or ghost sightings. Many have claimed that ghosts in their homes have smashed plates or moved items. My friend claimed that his ghost repeatedly scalded the family with hot water in the shower by turning up the tap. Poltergeist incidents cannot be so easily dismissed as incubus-type hallucinations, nor can others, like out-of-body NDE experiences supposedly corroborated by doctors.

			However, my newfound understanding of sleep paralysis and the incubus phenomenon does dilute the strength of theist testimonials by introducing some valid atheist doubts. This is why I call myself a wishy-washy agnostic—I swing one way when learning about something, then correct myself and swing back when I hear something else.

			This seldom discussed topic may not be on everyone’s ISM list when it comes to what makes them theist or atheist. But for me, it is a supporting point in favor of atheism, landing at a respectable 5 on my ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 5 on the Atheism side.]
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			Cellular Memory

			reason 23

			IN THIS CHAPTER, I will be talking about cellular memory—a concept that theists usually claim as support for their side of the equation. In fact, most of the scientific community does not regard cellular memory as legitimate, since there has not been much proof for it beyond some loosey-goosey patient testimonials. As we discussed before, anecdotes usually fall in the domain of theists.

			However, when I first heard about this phenomenon, my immediate thought was that if it is indeed real, then this is something that can be viewed as support for the atheist camp instead.

			Cellular memory is the premise that individual cells or tissues—not just the brain—can store and retain information about past experiences or choices. For example, the personality, inclinations, or other traits of a now deceased donor could be transferred to the recipient of a transplanted organ (such as a heart, kidney, or lung). The “donee” might even acquire new tastes and favorites that are the complete opposite of what they used to prefer before they had surgery. There have not been a huge number of donees who have reported experiencing this kind of event, but there have been a few.

			STUDIES AND TESTIMONIALS

			In a January 2024 whitepaper authored by biologists, doctors, and psychiatrists from the University of Colorado (CU), several studies were cited that examined patients who had undergone organ transplants and reported any changes felt after surgery. Special care was taken to focus on psychological or mental changes over physical improvements or deterioration. Many of the studies they referenced spanned decades and a wide range of countries, from Sweden to Canada to Austria to the US. While there was not overwhelming support for cellular memory amongst them—the Austrian study showed 21% of organ donees reporting personality changes—the numbers were not entirely trivial either.

			The authors also included a reference to their own 2022 study, in which they found that a significant number of patients attested to experiencing personality changes after surgery—in this case, almost 89.3%. The authors acknowledged that this number might have been deceptively high because of the method used to gather the survey participants. The sample sizes in this, as well as the other studies cited, have mostly remained small, ranging from 40 to 70 participants on average. It’s not been easy for researchers to find qualifying donees for this particular topic.

			However, I don’t think the primary focus should be on the number of affirmative answers collected. The important finding is that there are those who genuinely claim to have experienced personality changes post-surgery across time, geography, gender, and culture. Even if the number is not statistically significant, I don’t think this clue should be dismissed.

			There have been some noteworthy testimonials of such patients and their claims. For example, Claire Sylvia, a heart transplant recipient who received the organ from an 18-year-old male that died in a motorcycle accident, reported having a craving for beer and chicken nuggets after the surgery. Claire also began to have recurring dreams about a man named Tim L. Upon searching the obituaries, she found out that her donor’s name was Tim, and he loved all of the food that she craved. This was all described in her book, A Change of Heart.

			The book indulges significantly in New Age mysticism, where Claire implies that Tim’s soul merged with her own. Deepak Chopra gave the book a glowing review. Cue the Titanic theme song, that’s a good summary of her book …

			IE, she sees him, can feel him, and thinks he's in her heart …

			ERGO, he now lives on … and on …

			
				
					[image: A cheerful, cartoon heart with veins and aortas visible stands at the bow of a ship with its arms outstretched, mimicking the famous Leonardo DiCaprio and Kate Winslet pose from the movie Titanic. In one hand, the heart holds a mug of beer, and in the other, a box of chicken nuggets.]
				

			

			I read parts of her story, and at times I wondered if she was another Shirley MacLaine (famous in the 80s for her crazy claims), with much of it sounding exaggerated. But Claire does seem to fervently believe in her own experience, so it is nevertheless compelling to read.

			In another testimonial, 17-year-old Amy Tippins, who later became known as a passionate advocate for organ donation, claimed to have similar connections to her donor. She developed a sudden craving for hamburgers following her successful liver transplant in 1993, as well as a deep sense of moral and civic duty and an appreciation for her community at large. That wasn’t the strangest thing she noticed, however. She seemed to have new abilities. She noticed that she would wander into hardware stores without realizing what she was doing, and became good at do-it-yourself house projects.

			Amy managed to arrange a meeting with the donor’s family and learned that he was a former U.S. Marshal named Mike James. His family stated that hamburgers were one of his favorite foods, but more important to Amy, they said he loved to work with his hands and had undertaken many home renovation projects before his death. His family also told her that his goal in life had always been to help and protect other people. Amy concluded that through the liver transplant, she had absorbed some of Mike’s personality and sense of duty, as well as his skills.

			There are a few anecdotes from medical personnel as well. Even though many doctors do not think that organ recipients can take on the traits of their donors, Dr. Michael Hagan insists it can happen, he says he’s living proof. Dr. Hagan was an ER physician who contracted hepatitis C at work, resulting in a liver transplant in 1999. After healing from the surgery, Dr. Hagan noticed several odd food cravings, including avocados and barbecue. He said he never ate avocados before the transplant, but he began eating one every day. And barbecue, rarely a part of his diet before, was one of the foods he really enjoyed afterwards. But it wasn’t just food cravings that changed.

			As an ER doctor, Dr. Hagan was trained to remain calm and collected, especially during stressful or traumatic situations. Emergency rooms are notoriously emotional places as patients, families, and friends cope with illness and death. After the transplant, Dr. Hagan became more emotional, crying during most movies he watched—a rather drastic change to his personality. The identity of donors is kept confidential, but Dr. Hagan later discovered that his was Shamika Jones, a 21-year-old mother who had been murdered. The doctor attended the trial of the young woman’s murderer and met her family, with whom he formed a friendship. Dr. Hagan learned that Shamika loved avocados and barbecue, and was also an emotional person.

			When the doctor was told that many were skeptical about his stories, he responded, “Wait until you’ve had a transplant and experience it, and then you’ll know.”

			Additionally, in a March 2000 paper titled Changes in Heart Transplant Recipients that Parallel the Personalities of their Donors, the authors described numerous cases of such personality changes, including one where a formerly gay female received the heart of a straight woman and changed her sexual identity to become straight.

			I’ll confess that I found some of these stories clichéd, and I may have done a Carrie-eyebrow raise after hearing them. Shamika and barbecue? A marshal and hardware stores? Beer, nuggets, and a motorcycle? But I guess clichés are sometimes there for a reason, and there are enough such stories that they can’t be entirely dismissed. Yet how much is magic vs madness, I can’t gauge.

			SCIENCE-BASED EXPLANATIONS

			Cellular memory, or the notion that our bodies might be hoarding records and breadcrumbs in places other than our brains, is not only based on mystical tales of sudden nugget cravings and carpentry skills. There are also more grounded, science-adjacent examples that suggest our tissues may act as programmable USB sticks: phantom limbs missed by amputees; newborn children who may retain specific memories from the womb, like the reading of a baby book or listening to a certain song; abuse victims or PTSD sufferers whose bodies respond involuntarily to certain triggers; and flatworms that can be cut in half and then regenerate their brains and heads, along with recollections of where to find food and light (yucky and creepy!)

			The authors of the CU whitepaper have suggested ways in which cellular memory might be transferred from donor to donee, ranging from protein memory to epigenetic memory. Protein memory is when our protein structures act like archives of behavior. Epigenetic memory involves the manner in which the body might read a particular DNA sequence, influencing which genes are turned on or off. NYU researchers have demonstrated that even non-brain cells—those from nerve and kidney tissue—might recognize learned patterns, flipping on what could be described as memory genes.

			Some have looked at explanations that involve the heart’s intracardiac nervous system, which may use neurotransmitters that communicate and store information, similar to the brain. More far-fetched theories suggest alterations in the electromagnetic energy of a donee, affected by the electromagnetic field of the received organ, like some kind of Bluetooth energy sync.

			Regardless, most of this remains conjecture and is less science and more sci-fi according to the greater medical community. However, if a carryover of preferences, hobbies, and values truly does occur at times, theists cannot exclusively claim that it’s proof of a soul imprint being left behind. As we’ve seen, there are many plausible science-based explanations by which memory transfer might happen.

			MORE SOUL SABOTAGE?

			To me, organ recipients claiming to undergo a change of personality after surgery shows just how much our identities, tastes, emotions, and other qualia can be affected by our biology, chemistry, or external factors, as we discussed in the Soul Sabotage chapter. We saw that food, drugs, brain surgeries, and injuries are able to drastically affect our personality and our sense of “I.” Cellular memory—if it’s real—seems to add to the evidence that the selfhood we all feel may be more meat puppet than anything else.

			There is also something to be said for the sheer physicality of many of the details that are hitching cellular rides—food preferences, motor skills, and even sexual orientation. It is not just intangible qualia being carried over from donors, like emotional crying during movies. Donees often talk about a specific craving or activity they want to pursue. This especially makes it seem as if they are receiving biological and chemical residues instead of something that is solely spiritual.

			
				
					[image: A cartoon cell with tentacles relaxes goofily in a hammock, dreaming of a hamburger and a hammer. This depicts cellular memory, where organ transplant recipients sometimes feel they are recalling the tastes, hobbies, and preferences of the organ donor.]
				

			

			All said and done, cellular memory remains a gray area and continues to be claimed by both existential camps. As usual, I have a foot in both camps as well. I do see the theist point of view when it comes to this concept, and I’m not able to wholly disregard the prospect of a leftover soul stamp. But I also find it compelling that this might be yet another example of soul sabotage, where our personality is dictated by external factors rather than something intrinsic. On this long-tail phenomenon, which may or may not be real, I lean slightly more left, and therefore it manages to register at an atheist 2 on my ISM scale.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 2 on the Atheism side.]
				

			

			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(15) Mutations and Adaptations—atheISM 7

			(16) Reincarnation Gaps—atheISM 8

			(17) No Permanent Heaven—atheISM 8

			(18) Contradictions in Consciousness—atheISM 8

			(19) The Problem of Evil—atheISM 8

			(20) Replicating Sentient Beings—atheISM 7

			(21) Soul Sabotage—atheISM 8

			(22) Incubus Phenomenon—atheISM 5

			(23) Cellular Memory—atheISM 2

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 28 -

			Frozen Embryos

			reason 24

			
				
					[image: A soul asks if it can jump into a human body at four different developmental stages. First, an embryo frozen in a lab says, "Not yet, I'm still an embryo." Second, a developing fetus says, "Not yet, I'm still a fetus and I might miscarry." Third, a premature newborn in the NICU says, "Not yet, I'm premature and still unresponsive." Finally, a fully-term, healthy baby says, "OK, I'm here, you can come aboard now!" The soul's speech bubble asks, "Can I jump into you now?"]
				

			

			I know this is a strange one. But it’s little things like this that make me go hmmm …

			Mankind has developed the technology to freeze human embryos and then implant them for birth, decades after they were first fertilized. The most extreme examples of this marvel involve twins Lydia and Timothy Ridgeway (born on Oct 31, 2022, from 30-year-old fertilized embryos), and Molly Gibson (born in 2020 from an embryo frozen 27 years ago). The embryos were created by other couples who did not end up using them and chose to donate instead.

			CNN had an article on the Ridgeway birth. It put the long gap into perspective by talking about how the embryos were first formed when Clinton was running for the White House in 1992, and old shows like Who’s the Boss? were running. For T-rexes like me, those references ring a bell and signify how dated that first starting point was. The Ridgeway parents themselves were only 5 years old when their children’s embryos were first fertilized and frozen. Had they been implanted in someone else back when they were newly created, the parents and the babies would have been similarly aged peers instead.

			All the children were born normal and healthy. It is said that the process of freezing fertilized embryos to 200 degrees below zero with liquid nitrogen—cryopreservation—slows down the aging process to a near standstill. So these little zygotic time capsules could theoretically be frozen as long as a hundred years and still result in a viable birth. (This is the same cryo technique that we referenced in The Problem of Evil chapter, where some people use it to preserve themselves after death instead.)

			 When I first read about these birth miracles, I shook my head in awe of what science and medicine were able to accomplish yet again. And then, I began to puzzle over things. When does our soul energy, consciousness, or whatever dynamic force we have that makes us sentient, enter our bodies? I always had this vague notion of it happening sometime around conception, which is when sperm meets egg and an embryo is normally created within the mother’s body. But in this case, the moment of conception happened outside the body, in a laboratory. If I think about the frozen embryo sitting around for 30 years, I have to wonder if that would mean a soul was also trapped in it for that stretch of time, waiting there like a genie in a bottle?

			
				
					[image: A soul looks trapped inside a petri dish alongside a frozen embryo. This illustrates the question of whether a soul is trapped waiting inside embryos that are frozen in labs for decades.]
				

			

			If the soul IS trapped in the embryo, then is it there as a form of potential energy, waiting to express itself later in the form of kinetic energy only after it’s born? In some ways it might make sense, because as we discussed in the Soul Energy chapter, all energy in this universe can be defined broadly as either potential or kinetic.

			But what if the embryo subsequently gets destroyed—does the soul get released back into the great beyond, just like the potential energy in a battery might eventually leak into the air as it deteriorates? Does it have to angrily hop back into the reincarnation queue? It’s difficult to imagine our active, intelligent, restless consciousness on hold for 30 years with nothing to do. As I mentioned in an earlier chapter, it hardly seems possible that we’re capable of staying static in one place for a long period of time, twiddling our metaphysical thumbs.

			On the other hand, if the soul does not merge into us at conception, then does it parachute in when the embryo is becoming a fetus in the womb? Or does it only report for duty when we are born and take our first real breath? Fetuses can kick in the womb, so if soul energy isn’t there yet, then those kicks would simply be coming from the baby’s biology and chemistry. But the traditional, theist part of me associates any kind of movement from a human—embryo, fetus, baby, or adult—with a soul directing that movement. It’s confusing to contemplate at which point on the 9-month spectrum—or longer, if we include conception in a petri dish that can be put on layaway—the soul joins the party.

			I guess my biggest issue is that the theist in me views conception as something divine—us having sinned or chosen to fall from paradise, us having picked our own avatar and family to be born into, us carrying good and bad karma to be worked upon, and us bringing our wisdom and spiritual progress from a prior life. If we are choosing the families we want to be born into, what happens in cases like the Ridgeways, where they implanted someone else’s sperm and egg, and gave birth to someone else’s baby many years later? How would the soul know what it was signing up for in advance?

			I know for many theists, the part where the soul gets infused into our bodies is best when left vague, mysterious, and exotic. They prefer not to look under the hood too much and question things. When I was an adorable, trusting, full-blown theist, I took great comfort in thinking that I handpicked my identity and family before I was born, and that the whole process of reproduction and birth was protected and governed by a higher power. (Although sometimes I’m not so sure why I would have chosen my life, but I need to stop whining about my first-world problems.) When the Ridgeways were interviewed about their story, they referred quite frequently to God and his will as being responsible for the whole sequence of events.

			Ironically, reading their story causes me to have the opposite reaction. When the harsh light of science is thrown on the whole process, and we are able to see an embryo frozen for years in a lab fridge, behind some Lean Cuisines, then used in such a matter-of-fact, medical procedure as IVF implantation, the atheist in me rears its head and all of the mystique and holiness of the soul being a part of conception seems to dissipate.

			
				
					[image: The author, dressed as a scientist in a lab coat and safety goggles, peers into a freezer. Inside are beakers and petri dishes of growing embryos stored alongside frozen TV dinners with hilarious names like "Mean Cuisine," "Probably Chicken," "Yummy Tummy," "Heat and Pray," and "Stuff." This humorously contrasts the miracle of birth with the drab science of long-term embryo storage.]
				

			

			There’s not much more I have to say on this topic. It’s just one of those small puzzles and long-tail cosmic conundrums that gets added onto my ever-growing Jenga tower of doubts, and further nudges my needle towards atheism.

			
				
					[image: A needle with 10 notches on each side, one side for Theism and one side for Atheism.  Named the ISM needle.  Pointing to 5 on the Atheism side.]
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			Ungodly God People

			reason 25

			LET ME START by saying that I greatly respect religion in general for what it has to offer in terms of hope, ethics, life lessons, and other good traits. I know that atheists get extremely angry at religion for all the havoc that it’s wreaked. As I’ve said, I agree with that to some extent, but the counterargument could be that science has given us nuclear bombs, bioterrorism, and other equivalent disasters. Politics has offered us capitalism with a side helping of greed, or socialism with a dose of handouts and entitlements. There are always pros and cons to everything. Ultimately, I think it’s humans who are responsible for the good and bad—politics, religion, and science are all just tools. So while religion has caused millions of people to suffer in its name, it has also provided much peace to many others.

			Therefore, I’m not going to be bashing religion in this chapter on those grounds. Instead, I’m going to criticize it for other reasons!

			FLAWS IN RELIGION

			We’ve pondered numerous philosophical questions throughout this book, forced to guess at the answers because even with so many religions in the world purporting to be the word of God, these mysteries remain unsolved. Why do we have something rather than nothing? Where exactly do we go next and how can we get there? Why is there so much suffering in the world? Why are there so many disparities between the cards that each of us is dealt? Which god or religion is the correct one, and how can we possibly be expected to know, when most of them demand blind faith? 

			
				
					[image: The author stands at the gates of Heaven. A grumpy-looking God stands in front of a pedestal holding a book titled Hell. The author complains, "What do you mean I didn't pick the right religion?"]
				

			

			I don’t think the world’s religions have done a good job of  explaining any of this. On top of that, they all contradict each other in terms of dogma, rituals, and definitions of what is right or wrong. Some say that we have one life, others say we have multiple lives, some tell us to kill meat for sacrifices, others preach non-violence, some outlaw a specific animal, others prohibit us from working on a particular day.

			Most religious dogma appears to be based on the whimsical teachings of their founders in general, who were attempting to guide people grappling with plague, poverty, natural disasters, and a scary world in the absence of answers from science. These teachings were then turned into a string of anecdotes, told or written down years after the original events may have occurred, and possibly diluted over time. If one dares to ask religious leaders about contradictions or unaddressed gaping holes in their holy books, the answer is something akin to “I don’t know, therefore God.”

			If these sacred user manuals were handed to us by God, couldn’t they have been more specific and comprehensive? Why all the mystery if he has supposedly revealed himself through his books and prophets?

			It’s not my intention to hurt the sentiments of those who follow these religions, but none of them appeals to my rational mind. I’ve probably made it clear by now that Hinduism offers much that speaks to me, but many of its teachings do not. Buddhism and its Four Noble Truths and Eightfold Path would probably come closest in terms of a wavelength match to mine. But even Buddhism falls short because it is more of a general philosophy that explains how to reduce suffering in the present moment. It doesn’t really talk about an afterlife or why we came here in the first place. And while its concept of detachment from desires in order to reduce suffering makes sense to some degree, why would we be put on this planet with the capacity to want and enjoy sensory pleasures and then be told to ignore those impulses and go against our innate nature? Buddhism doesn’t come close to explaining any of that.

			My brief critique here is just a summary of the insightful, scathing diatribes launched heatedly at the theist camp by such titans as Bill Maher, Neil deGrasse Tyson, and the Four Atheist Horsemen—Harris, Dawkins, Hitchens, and Dennett. They’ve done a spectacular job of shining a harsh, bright light on the many flaws and contradictions in traditional dogma. While they also can come across as too extreme and derogatory in how they portray religion, I agree with the essence of what they’ve said. The world’s religions altogether fail to fulfill their objective of giving us plausible answers to pressing existential questions.

			FLAWS IN RELIGIOUS PEOPLE

			Because these intellectual giants have already said it so well, I won’t dwell too much more on the first point. But there is another big flaw I find when it comes to religion, something less spoken about but equally puzzling to me. That is, people who claim to be 110% sure that there is a God, or who claim to have had a mystical, holy experience, and yet return to their daily grind and petty thinking in the same way as before.

			For example, many devout theists claim that they are able to reach a state of ultimate bliss during their meditations, one where they feel they have gone through something akin to an out-of-body event. They ecstatically describe a celestial-like plane where they were able to experience a sublime tingling, or blinding love, or flying doves, or some such extraordinary occurrence. After going through these episodes, they often claim to have an unshakable certainty about the existence of a divine power. Yet if we look at the everyday reality of these alleged devotees, aside from a few token rituals such as meditation, prayer, or attending church, their time consists of the same old anxiety, trifling worries, and material goals that plague the rest of us. They continue to deal with car repairs, dog poop, bills, work, dishes, and their own fluctuating moods and levels of happiness.

			What I don’t understand is this: if one has truly seen or connected with a magnificent energy that transcends our current lifeform—perhaps during meditation or prayer—or if one is utterly convinced of there being a higher power, wouldn’t that reflect in a person’s everyday actions? I mean, think about it—if God were to come to Earth tomorrow and give us a miraculous display of proof that he exists—perhaps by speaking to us or offering calorie-free dessert—would any of us would really return to running the everyday rat race? 

			
				
					[image: The author reaches excitedly toward the sky as a mysterious divine hand emerges from the clouds, offering her a pecan pie. It is a humorous depiction of the author wanting God to prove His existence by performing a miracle in the form of a calorie-free dessert.]
				

			

			I wouldn’t. I’d know that there IS something better or more permanent after this life. I’d be more interested in learning about it and readying my soul for eternity than continuing to run on a job treadmill to pay my thirty-year mortgage.

			I’m an agnostic, so I don’t claim to have experienced any such wonders. But I have always felt that if I WERE to come into contact with proof of God, or the supernatural, it would change me forever. I could never be the same. I would never be able to slide back to my mundane routine and goals. So I have a hard time buying that true believers—who claim to have no doubt at all that He exists—can act the way they do.

			In fact, some religious people can be downright mean and not very good human beings. They can be tightly attached to ego, self-wants, and sensory pleasures. I don’t see much that is superior in religious people versus those who are not. At times, it can feel that they are using religion as an immortal insurance policy, a spiritual savings account aimed at securing earthly success and posthumous salvation. Very few seem to have reached true spiritual heights, where they genuinely think about the happiness of others. I’m not talking about one’s nuclear family and friends, or a small smattering of charitable causes, but a true, high-level enlightenment where an individual is able to detach from their own identity and fate, and genuinely connect with the sea of souls surrounding them, familiar or not.

			CLOSET AGNOSTICS

			In fact, I have a theory—one that I’m sure will invite some high-quality hate mail:

			 Most theists are actually closet agnostics.

			Yep, I said it. The truth hurts.

			I suspect that a majority of the god-fearing are not as afraid of him as they may claim. They recite, repent, and rejoice, but somewhere under the surface, there lies a suppressed flicker of doubt. That’s probably the main reason they are not much different from the rest of us.

			We humans will immediately slam on our brakes when we see a police car up ahead on a highway, out of fear of getting a ticket. Most of us would refrain from cussing or telling dirty jokes if we were in the company of a nun or any kind of respected figure, regardless of our own beliefs. And yet, how is it possible that theists—who claim to be so sure that a God is watching their every move—can then act the way they do? It doesn’t pass the smell test.

			I had that growing suspicion for years, and one lazy Saturday night while we were hanging out, I found a chance to test my theory by probing one of my most zealous, hallelujah-type friends as to the reason behind his often contradictory actions. He is quite devout in nature—he prays before every meal, meditates, fasts, attends the temple weekly, celebrates all the religious festivals, and brings auspicious coconuts to break upon the doorstep of a new house. He has even talked about becoming a monk. Yes, he’s THAT guy, the one who makes us feel like a wild devil child in comparison. However, he also has many vices that seem to negate much of the goody-goodiness. When I questioned him on the inconsistencies, we argued for hours.

			At first, he adamantly refused to admit to any hypocrisy despite my gentle prodding. Then, I decided to channel my inner Dawkins ninja and aggressively point out the contrast between his Sunday mornings and his Saturday nights. He eventually broke down and admitted that he did have some doubts—deep down inside—that could cause his actions to waver at times. He finally agreed that if he wholly believed in a God, he would have already renounced everything by now and lived an ascetic life of prayer and service, because he would know that there was a salvation he could actually strive for.

			AHA!! Eureka! Mazel tov! I knew it!

			I was shocked that my holy inquisition worked, but his confession was not a total surprise. If someone truly had ZERO doubts, one would expect them to lead an exemplary life, not one which includes cheating on taxes, the occasional hangover, or any of the other non-saintly things I’ve seen super-religious people do.

			I only conducted that one test case because it was exhausting to fully extract an honest answer. And it may have weakened our friendship. But it only strengthened my inkling that many avowed theists are actually closet agnostics, whether they acknowledge it or not. Their actions speak louder than their mantras.

			FLAWS IN RELIGIOUS LEADERS

			Oh boy, now will come the death threats. I’m going to take my blasphemous rantings further and say that I wouldn’t be surprised if many of the revered leaders of these religions are agnostics in denial as well. That would explain why a number of them are as deeply flawed as the rest of us.

			While I hold in high regard the work that these otherwise well-intentioned nuns, monks, priests, swamis, and rabbis do, I don’t find convincing evidence of them having some kind of ethereal wisdom or connection to something greater. Even Mother Teresa, despite a lifetime of service and steadfast Catholic faith, confessed a secret uncertainty about the existence of God. The letters she penned to her colleagues were full of anguish at not having had any signs or response from Him, and she constantly used words like darkness, loneliness, torture, and hell when talking about her experiences. She wrote about her outer smile masking her inner pain and confusion. To the world, she would express her love for Christ and the need to do his work … yet in her private correspondence, she would worry about being a fraud, because she wasn’t sure he even existed.

			Like many other closet agnostics, it seems her crisis of faith deepened as she grew older and wiser and continued to have unanswered existential questions … wondering how a loving power could allow such misery on Earth … wondering why it doesn’t show itself instead of playing needless hide-and-seek … and wondering whether we are alone in the universe … after all.

			
				
					[image: God mischievously peeks out from behind the clouds, staying hidden while people on Earth—including the author—look up, searching for a Creator who seems to be playing hide and seek.]
				

			

			The late Christopher Hitchens, in his famous and controversial book, The Missionary Position, remarked that “she was no more exempt from the realization that religion is a human fabrication than any other person.”
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			I have to say that I was shocked to learn that Mother Teresa may have been as wishy-washy as me. She was someone who we all thought was beyond reproach. Given her credibility in my eyes, I was somewhat swayed by her claim to have spoken to an almighty entity who commanded her to work in the slums of Calcutta. In the end, we learned that there was no such voice. The duplicity makes one re-question stories of hauntings, NDEs, and past-life memories as well.

			Again, I am not here to bash Mother Teresa overall. I greatly admire her selfless work. People love to take her down and talk about how she could be donation-greedy, misguided when it came to withholding pain medication for her patients, hypocritical when it came to her own medical treatment, and too cozy with the wrong people. I agree with many of these critiques, but as an agnostic, I also see the other side of the coin in terms of how much good she did, and how giving she was in her own human, albeit flawed way. How many of us are willing to do what she did for an entire lifetime? Not many. I think she was worthy of the respect that she got. But my point is that she was not someone who had a special mystical connection—rather, she was an imperfect hero bravely trying her best to do what she could for humanity, mistakes and all.

			A similar example of a saint with a few scuff marks is the current Dalai Lama. He is even more closely linked to the transcendental since he is thought to be its chosen embodiment. The Dalai Lama has certainly pursued a selfless and philanthropic lifestyle from birth to his current age of 80-plus. But though he is kind, intelligent, and open-minded, I was rather disappointed to read media reports of his various shortcomings over the years.

			His past comments on the necessity for any future female Dalai Lama to be attractive in order to be considered, and some of his anti-immigrant sentiments, have offended quite a few people. He’s also been seen on video asking a young boy to lick his tongue. His team claimed that the misunderstandings were due to cultural or language differences, and he was simply being humorous. Some of it I buy, and some of it I want to but can’t fully, and neither could many others. There was a lot of Lama drama around all this. I concede that he might have been joking with the child in a misconstrued context, but he seemed quite serious when discussing the potential appearance of a female leader. His misogynistic opinion struck me as odd.
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			What disheartened me the most was learning of the Dalai Lama’s diet as a non-vegetarian. Before I go further, I’ll first admit that this is a case of do as I say, and not as I do. Like parents who snarf down junk food while telling their kids to eat veggies, I have tried numerous times but have not managed to stop eating meat myself. However, I utterly worship vegans and what they stand for, and while I don’t know if I can ever reach that lofty state myself, I am slowly trying to reduce my consumption of animal products where I can. Whereas I lack the willpower to go vegan in my diet for reasons like health and convenience, I at least try to abstain from leather, fur, or other such products. However, I continue to feel guilty about my non-vegetarian habits every single day, especially when so many brave vegans already pioneered the way. Today, one could easily follow their example if the inclination was there.

			So it might seem unfair of me to point fingers. I am most certainly upset with my own behavior. But I like my monks immaculate. For someone with the Dalai Lama’s resources and devotion to alleviating suffering in the world, I just cannot fathom how he—and apparently many other Tibetan monks—can eat meat. I thought he was supposed to be a role model for the rest of us? What’s worse is that he doesn’t appear too apologetic about it, nor does he seem to aspire to reduce his non-vegetarian consumption. His top excuse is that his health suffers without meat. His second favorite is that eating vegetables also involves killing. Other Tibetan monks have said that they must beg for their food and can’t inconvenience their benefactors, or that they don’t eat animals killed specifically in their name. I don’t buy any of it. Cruelty is cruelty, and as I said, this criticism applies as much to me as it does the monks. I am a flawed, somewhat hypocritical person, and so are they.

			Again, I don’t dismiss the Dalai Lama’s many other strengths and good deeds, there are more of those than the few cracks that surface here and there. The Dalai Lama leads an ascetic life where he could easily live a life of plenty—he follows most of his own teachings. Overall, I lean towards giving him the benefit of the doubt since he appears to be a humane and service-minded soul in the greater context of his life. But these revelations about him—as with Mother Teresa—startled me into the dawning realization that many of my revered spiritual idols may be mere mortals with their own weaknesses rather than heaven-sent.

			I will say that growing up, I belonged to a Hindu school and ashram called Chinmaya Mission. It is a worldwide organization with over 300 centers today. It taught Hindu values from the Gita and other holy books, but it was more of a school in philosophy and ethical living than a hardcore religious institution. There was more discussion and debate than chanting or rituals. My family and I would attend on Sundays and special holidays.

			The founder was Swami Chinmayananda, and from what I could observe from his lectures, books, and daily routine, he was genuinely principled, intelligent, and enlightened. There were other Swamijis in training under his leadership who had not yet shed all their habits or flaws, but Swami Chinmayananda seemed to be a very pure soul. I don’t know if he ever SPOKE to anyone up in the cosmos—he certainly didn’t imply anything of the sort, and I didn’t infer it. Moreover, his beliefs were not rigid—he used to say that any religion could be used as a tool to reach God, as long as it was used in the right way. There was nothing in what he taught that seemed contradictory or dogmatic to me. I’d say he was the closest I’ve gotten to feeling that a spiritual leader was genuinely at a level above the rest of us.

			NOTHING SPECIAL ABOUT THE RELIGIOUS

			That said, I think there are all sorts of people who can display an enlightened level of bravery, selflessness, or compassion. Parents often sacrifice for their children—especially mothers—embodying a love that feels extraordinary, even saintly. Soldiers willingly go into battle and give their absurdly young lives for their country, rivaling the courage and conviction of any spiritual leader. Firefighters run into burning buildings that everyone else is fleeing. Everyday heroes are regularly featured in the news for their selfless, daring acts. And then there are leaders in politics, business, science, and other fields—many of them atheists—who equal the religious in their charity, conviction, and impact on the world.

			So if I were to step back and look at the entire body of evidence—from religious dogma to religious followers to religious leaders—I can’t see anything about religion or the religious that convinces me there is something special there.

			 The world’s religions have not been a reliable source of answers for our existential questions. They are full of holes and they contradict each other blatantly. No one seems to have genuinely connected with the divine, even when they pretend to have done so. Most religious people talk and behave like closet agnostics in denial. And most religious leaders fail to uphold a consistency of character that is expected of their alleged uber-enlightenment.

			The religious, as a whole, appear no different than the rest of us. Religious or not, we all equally suck. Or we’re all equally great. Depending on whether you’re a Pooh or an Eeyore.

			Therefore, when it comes to the many religious shortcomings we see, the needle reluctantly makes its way over, once again, to the heavy-hitting 8 on my ISM scale. 
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			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(15) Mutations and Adaptations—atheISM 7

			(16) Reincarnation Gaps—atheISM 8

			(17) No Permanent Heaven—atheISM 8

			(18) Contradictions in Consciousness—atheISM 8

			(19) The Problem of Evil—atheISM 8

			(20) Replicating Sentient Beings—atheISM 7

			(21) Soul Sabotage—atheISM 8

			(22) Incubus Phenomenon—atheISM 5

			(23) Cellular Memory—atheISM 2

			(24) Frozen Embryos—atheISM 5 

			(25) Ungodly God People—atheISM 8

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 30 -

			No Proof

			Reason 26

			IN THIS CHAPTER, we come to the 26th and final point in my long listicle. We’ve truly run a spiritual marathon together—a  sparathon! I’m going to end with one of the most elementary reasons I am a partial atheist, using the grenade that my staunch atheist friends constantly lob at me. This is the fact that in the end, despite all the confusion and debate around God’s existence or not, a planned design or not, a better place like heaven or not—we simply have no evidence that there is. 

			THERE IS NO PROOF!!!
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			It’s not just an obvious duh! statement. It bears repeating. After all these centuries, despite the most strenuous of efforts to prove the existence of a God, soul, or heaven—by millions across age, gender, culture, geography, profession, and religion—we still have not been able to do so in a way that’s unambiguous and accepted by all.

			Occam’s razor is the theory that the most simple and obvious answer is usually the right one. In other words, the more assumptions or guesses that we build into a premise, the more chances we have of it being wrong. Unnecessary complexities in an argument should be whittled away to reveal the true form of the matter.

			We already have solid scientific investigations into how the universe began, using the current expansion rate of energy and matter to extrapolate back to when the Big Bang may have occurred. We have knowledge of evolution and how species have changed over time. We can clone and splice DNA, create artificially intelligent geniuses, and freeze embryos. We can mess with a person’s personality by fiddling with their brain or giving them the right chemical cocktail. 

			There is so much we have done, and will continue to do, within the realm of science to explain more and more of the world’s mysteries. Granted, some of these remain theories and are not definitively proven—like the Big Bang—but they are based on research, analytics, and science.

			Adding layers of stories about reincarnation, karma, heaven, rituals, prayers, creation, and so forth is merely adding more variables to the equation, garnished with fanciful twists and embellishments depending on the belief system. The likelihood of these additional hypotheses being true is low. This principle applies to almost any situation in life, not just religion.
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			If a saint like Mother Teresa was not able to hear the voice of her God after so many years of devotion, then maybe it’s because there is no God.

			If James Randi’s lifelong million-dollar offer for concrete proof of the supernatural was never claimed, then maybe it’s because there is nothing supernatural to demonstrate.

			If who we are can be so easily sabotaged by external factors, then maybe it’s because we are random meat robots, not wise and steady souls.

			If religious people act the same as the non-religious, with nothing extra to show for their alleged connection to the Supreme, then maybe it’s because there is no such connection.

			If suffering and evil exist on this Earth, then maybe it’s because there’s no one in the cosmos to stop it.

			If we are able to get so close to replicating sentient beings from scratch, then maybe the act of creation is not that mysterious or divine.

			If our consciousness is constantly on the go—restless, curious, and intelligent—and it’s hard to imagine it staying still for lifelong meditation, detachment, or an eternity in heaven, then maybe it’s because it’s not meant to do so.

			If the theory of reincarnation seems negated by periods of non-human existence on this planet, then maybe it’s because reincarnation doesn’t happen.

			If the various religions contradict each other in terms of how to behave and what God wants, then maybe it’s because none of those religions is true.

			If we still don’t have irrefutable, measurable, and repeatable proof that a planned design exists, then perhaps—as Occam’s razor advises—the simplest answer is the correct one. There is no design. There is no divinity. It’s all random and unplanned.

			
				
					[image: The author, dressed in rough blue jeans and a checkered lumberjack shirt, wields a chainsaw. She is whittling down a tree labeled "Meaning of Life." On the ground are shredded wood fragments reading "Heaven," "Soul," and "Coconuts." This illustrates Occam's razor: the idea that cutting away extra, unnecessary variables usually reveals the simplest, truest answer.]
				

			

			I know with this chapter we’ve come full circle. In the second chapter, we talked about the lack of proof not being an absolute sign of atheism, especially when faced with so much circumstantial evidence. Now in this second-to-last chapter, I am positing the opposite. And the reason for the contradiction—as you well know by now—is my compulsive habit of seeing both sides of the coin. Sometimes I think there are too many indirect clues to just dismiss them entirely. And sometimes I think there are not enough direct clues to take anything seriously.

			Do I LIKE feeling that there is no God, no heaven, no soul, nothing to look forward to in terms of a better place with eternal bliss? Most definitely not. As with Nietzsche, this scares the crap out of me. I don’t want to be born into a place of suffering again. Of course, if the universe is random and I am just a flesh puppet, a gastrobot, then maybe I won’t be reborn. But that’s not as reassuring. Instead, if I knew there was a design to the universe, and a permanent heaven I could reach with enough good karma points, I would have much more of a guarantee.

			I would prefer theism to be correct and atheism to be wrong. I would find it more comforting to know that there is a godly energy looking out for us, even if I don’t understand its truly mysterious ways.

			So I don’t necessarily like the idea of Occam’s razor applying to existentialism—it’s not something that I am happy to include in my listicle. But logically speaking, I have no choice. I rank this concept high on my ISM scale at a solid 8 in support of atheism.
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			26 LOGICAL REASONS I AM A THEIST AND ATHEIST

			(15) Mutations and Adaptations—atheISM 7

			(16) Reincarnation Gaps—atheISM 8

			(17) No Permanent Heaven—atheISM 8

			(18) Contradictions in Consciousness—atheISM 8

			(19) The Problem of Evil—atheISM 8

			(20) Replicating Sentient Beings—atheISM 7

			(21) Soul Sabotage—atheISM 8

			(22) Incubus Phenomenon—atheISM 5

			(23) Cellular Memory—atheISM 2

			(24) Frozen Embryos—atheISM 5 

			(25) Ungodly God People—atheISM 8

			(26) No Proof—atheISM 8

		

	
		
		

		
			26 Logical Reasons I Am A Theist And Atheist

			(1) Free Will—theISM 6

			(2) Qualia—theISM 7

			(3) Conjoined Twins—theISM 2

			(4) Soul Energy—theISM 7

			(5) Ghosts—theISM 9

			(6) NDEs—theISM 8

			(7) Past Lives—theISM 6

			(8) Kids—theISM 4

			(9) Quantum Quandaries—theISM 5

			(10) Karma—theISM 3

			(11) Miracles—theISM 2

			(12) ESP—theISM 1

			(13) Astrology—theISM 2

			(14) Archaeological Finds—theISM 1 

			(15) Mutations and Adaptations—atheISM 7

			(16) Reincarnation Gaps—atheISM 8

			(17) No Permanent Heaven—atheISM 8

			(18) Contradictions in Consciousness—atheISM 8

			(19) The Problem of Evil—atheISM 8

			(20) Replicating Sentient Beings—atheISM 7

			(21) Soul Sabotage—atheISM 8

			(22) Incubus Phenomenon—atheISM 5

			(23) Cellular Memory—atheISM 2

			(24) Frozen Embryos—atheISM 5 

			(25) Ungodly God People—atheISM 8

			(26) No Proof—atheISM 8

		

	
		
		

		
			- Ch 31 -

			I Remain Wishy-Washy  But Tilt Towards …

			FIRST OF ALL, ta-da! Congratulations! You made it to the end of a very looooong book. It clocks in at 98,000 words. Seriously, I’m not kidding you. That’s what the word count is. The typical length for a nonfiction book is around 50–80k. I had initially thought I was going to write a short, light-hearted, interesting read. Instead, as I got into each chapter, I ended up writing a mini-thesis because each topic deserved to be dissected and supported properly. In fact, my beta readers outlined stuff I missed that I could add for more context, but I realized I had to make my basic point and then cease and desist. There was no end to how much I could espouse on each topic and also turn my book into a Sapolsky-like weapon and/or doorstop.

			ADVANCING AGNOSTICISM

			So there is a lot more I could have written on the various subjects I included on the list, but I think I’ve accomplished my goal, which was to present the reasons that compel me to be both theist and atheist. I truly wanted to add moderate, nuanced dialogue to the more extreme, binary spiritual debates that tend to polarize people into one camp or the other—when ironically, most of us are likely somewhere in the middle.

			I believe the Four Horsemen of Atheism did a spectacular job in opening up minds with their incinerating insights into religion and how flawed it can be, as well as the damage it has done. Till then, we mainly had theist-centered publications, leaders, and discussions, and it was about time that a different perspective was presented. However, in their zeal to correct past wrongs, I fear Harris, Dennett, Dawkins, and Hitchens (plus Sapolsky) have swung too far the other way. I once presented my ideas to a group of atheists, and I was almost cannonballed out of that room with their vicious tongue lashings. They were ruthless. I barely knew what hit me, they were just so close-minded to hearing any kind of moderate perspective or considering any of the potential otherworldly clues around us. All I heard was THERE IS NO PROOF! and an immediate shutdown of anything I mentioned. Yet these very people had invited me and purported to be interested in what I had to say, as if maybe I have some magic words or irrefutable evidence that would help them change their minds. I don’t. As you can see from this book, all I have is the circumstantial evidence around us to examine. If there was proof of anything, then it would have become part of science already, and I would not have needed to write this book.

			So my goal was to use this platform instead to share with you the wishy-washy thoughts constantly whirring around in my mind, in the hopes that some of you may relate and find it useful. If you think you got whiplash from reading this book, try being in my head for a moment. You’ll get vertigo. I really do ruminate in this discombobulated, agnostic way—as, I suspect, do many of you.

			The points I have included are the ones that best encapsulate what I might rattle off in casual conversation if asked to list the reasons I am theist AND atheist. But this list is subject to change every so often. Depending on what I may have recently read or heard, something else could make its way on there. And depending on how I’ve been processing existential thoughts at the moment, my ISM needle could point to one side one day, then flip dramatically the next. I’m sure many intelligent readers will reach out and tell me about items they would put on their own list, or the different ISM ratings they might have assigned. I have no doubt that each of our logical listicles would be different, and learning from others, I’ll probably see some of the fallacies in my own thinking and change some of my opinions again. It’s a constant spiritual evolution as one goes through life and acquires more knowledge and experiences to consider.

			As I’ve said, I’m no one special, and neither is my particular list—I’m just one of you. I am by no means an expert on any of this. I have not sat with monks in the mountains. I have not sold any Ferraris. I do not have green, exotic eyes or a vegan-like glow that makes me look ethereally the part. I have not been on Oprah. I do not even meditate. It makes me itch in weird places. I am a product of pecan pie, laziness, meat eating, and the couch. You might think I’m just trying to be funny, and normally I’m hilarious. But sadly, every word of this is true, including the part about itching.

			But since I have written this book and I am sharing my perspective, let me tell you where the chips finally fall now that we’ve gone through my exhaustive list, in terms of my overall beliefs …

			MY THEIST SIDE

			As I’ve mentioned earlier, up to my early forties I leaned heavily to the theist side. I believed there was possibly a godlike figure watching over us, to whom I would pray and speak to regularly. No, it did not speak back to me :) I mean, if it didn’t talk to a saint like Mother Teresa, then what chance did I have? But like her, I had hoped that it might be listening. And though I had my doubts, if I were to place my chips on a betting table back then, it would have been on a Hindu or Buddhist form of theism, replete with karma, reincarnation, and a heavenly state of bliss. Hell was our repeated births on this planet in the form of suffering sentient beings, including plant, animal, and human.

			Fast forward till today, and my brand of theism has undergone some changes. First and foremost, I am less sure of the details than before. My theism has gotten more vague. Now I simply define it as presuming the universe to be intentional or planned, rather than random or unplanned. In other words, there is something we can do with our actions or thoughts to get to a better place once we pass on, versus there being no better place to go and nothing we can do to control our fate, if any.

			This is the macro umbrella I use when it’s pouring theism in my life. I still gravitate towards the idea that the micro details of theism involve karma, a hellish loop of reincarnation, and a heavenly, nirvana-like nothingness, rather than one life, one death, and one Judgment Day. But my cultural brainwashing in such constructs has faded a bit.

			What has dimmed even further are my monologues with an almighty-type of figure, akin to a God. Now I talk to nobody specific, even when I’m in a theistic mood. I don’t know if anyone is listening the way I used to presume when I was younger. I’ve lost that comfort and faith after seeing so many suffering people in the world have their prayers go unanswered. I’m not saying I’m 100% immune to muttering aloud to the heavens—if I’m scared or in desperate need, I might send some whispered words out into the abyss, just like anyone else. But I’m not as blissfully hopeful anymore that someone or something is going to hear them.

			Instead, I now hypothesize that if we do have a creator, chances are it’s an entity like us. Just as we’ve been able to construct robots and synthesize or clone sentient beings, a creator may likewise have fashioned us from materials at their disposal. It may be watching over us for entertainment and learning purposes, just like we might observe Dolly the sheep or Sophia. But I would not call that being a godlike figure in the traditional sense … because no creator or God I can imagine who is omnipresent, omniscient, and omnipotent would design a world with this much misery and evil. Instead, our creator—if we have one—is just another turtle in a long line of turtles. At some point, he, she, or it probably did not exist either. But where we all came from—whether it was nothing exploding into opposite somethings, the Big Bang, or something similar—I do not know. It continues to boggle the mind, no matter how much we analyze the puzzle and try to fathom how the universe began.

			I’d also like to add that my brand of theism is deliberate and mindful. It is not a theism that has been developed through herd mentality, blind faith, or GAPS. As Neil deGrasse Tyson once put it, many people invoke the God of the Gaps when they can’t explain something. To paraphrase his brilliant argument:

			 The God of the Gaps is (when) you look at where science has yet to tread, what science has yet to figure out … and say “Wow that’s mysterious, I don’t know how that works, God must have done it.” There’s a long, storied history of people thinking this way … of invoking a deity to help them out. So if God is where science has yet to tread, then God is an ever-receding pocket of scientific ignorance.

			I just love this man, he and Clever Trevor are some of my favorite people on this planet! But I will say that, in this case, his explanation is not fitting for me. My theism is not due to gaps, but glimpses. These glimpses come mainly from the stories we’ve heard of ghosts, NDEs, and past lives, and our own subjective experiences with free will and qualia. I’m not so persuaded by astrology, ESP, quantum mysteries, miracles, and the like. But these five points—ghosts, NDEs, past lives, free will, and qualia—are phenomena that hint at a soul or consciousness that may have existed in the past and will continue to survive in the future. They are tangible reasons that stop me from being a total atheist.

			So while I may be less of a theist now than in decades past, a big part of me remains one to this day.

			How big is that part?

			Well … I will admit … if I had to quantify how much of me is theist vs atheist, or was forced to place a bet on one side or the other, then ultimately I lean … drumroll … I’m sure you already suspected this from my writing … the suspense builds … let me not pull a Steve Harvey and say the wrong answer … I skew 70% ATHEIST.
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			MY ATHEIST SIDE

			I am not an evenly split agnostic, though I would stop short of labeling myself an agnostic atheist, because it would be incorrect to put me in only one category. As I just explained, there are times that I am strongly pulled towards the theist camp. This is why I refer to myself as a wishy-washy person, I truly can’t make up my mind.

			But roughly 70% of the time, I am sitting squarely in the atheist camp, relaxing in my barcalounger with some hot chocolate—preferably Godiva—bingeing on deGrasse videos or something similar.

			I’ve already devoted half of this book to explaining why I’m a partial atheist, but if I were to summarize why I tilt that way more, I’d attribute it to a few macro reasons.

			One of the more telling reasons that I have repeatedly pointed out is the clash between religion and reality. Static vs dynamic. Evolution is obviously a big contradiction to the theories of creation and reincarnation. And the dynamic instability of matter, energy, time, and our own consciousness also stands in stark contrast to the static promises of religion, especially that of a permanent heaven.

			The other point on my atheisticle that carries significant weight is that of soul sabotage. The fact that people’s personalities and even principles can be altered so drastically through food, medication, brain surgery, or injury makes me edge more towards the possibility that we are simply three pounds of pink brain tissue versus any kind of consciousness. Perhaps our chemistry and biology SHOULD get the credit for our free will, qualia, and identities, instead of a soul that can be so easily manipulated by external forces.

			The incubus phenomenon makes me wonder if ghost sightings and near-death experiences may be similar hallucinations of the mind. Since a large part of my theism rests on those two points, the doubts introduced by incubus encounters are significant.

			And the fourth major cornerstone of why I am an atheist—in addition to static/dynamic contradictions, soul sabotage, and mind tricks—is the one that makes me most angry. That is the ugliness I see around us. I talked about the horrors we’ve witnessed amongst humans and animals, how so much pain could not have been deliberately designed. I don’t care what the ultimate answer is for why such a ghastly part of the world exists, it will never be acceptable.

			These four reasons explain my prevailing inclination to reject the idea that the universe and our existence are planned or purposeful. However, you may still be left wondering how my atheist side would address such mysteries as the subjective experience of free will, qualia, and the self—what we think of as the “I” within us.

			I’d categorize myself as a kind of Dennett compatibilist when it comes to this. I am definitely not in the determinist camp, which does not believe that we have any free will or qualia. I disagree with that, given our analysis of conjoined twins who have been together in the same environment and body all their lives. It’s obviously possible to live in the exact same circumstances as someone else and yet turn out completely different, with diverse choices, preferences, and personalities.

			Like Dennett, I do feel that we have free will agency, or the ability to make decisions. I could buy his argument that a secular type of free will and qualia evolved over time, as we discussed in the chapter on adaptations. Like him and his camp, I’m not so sure that any of it survives once we pass on.

			In the off chance that we do have a compatibilist type of soul energy that survives beyond death, I doubt that it would have a permanent, fairytale ending like heaven, where it could live happily ever after. I wish such a place existed, but I suspect our soul energy—if it continues on for eternity—will be doomed to a restless, curious existence where it cannot stay stable in one state. Like the fidgety electron we discussed in the Soul Energy chapter, a non-spiritual type of sentient energy would likely lose ergs and constantly go up and down in orbits and energy states, from high to low.

			My bet is that even if our soul energy survives in some way, it may occur in a secular, random manner that is not based on some test, karma, or planned design. Just as heat energy from a microwave transfers to the hot water in a teacup, which transfers to us as we drink it, which then dissipates into the cold air or gets converted to caloric energy, our soul energy may simply transform from one entity to another, without any control of where it goes next. It seems logical to assume that it would follow similar laws of chemistry and physics as other types of energy, or the laws of quantum science, perhaps occasionally undergoing a wave collapse and localizing into a particle form—such as the avatar we inhabit now.

			But my hunch is that we likely don’t have such an eternally existing soul, even if it is only biochemical. As a partial atheist, I’d place chips on the square that says we have an evolution-based free will and qualia while we are alive, but once we pass on, everything dies along with us.

			AGNOSTICISM CAN STING

			I won’t lie, becoming more of an atheist than a theist in recent years has taken its toll on me. Who wants to think like this? I don’t. It was definitely more comforting when I thought there was a loving energy waiting to embrace us once we pass on and welcome us to a place of no suffering, perhaps even bliss. I used to have the solace of speaking and bargaining with God, telling him or her that I knew they were looking out for me, even in difficult times, and feeling that whatever was happening in life was destiny, and meant to be. Being theist was a binky and blankie that I didn’t enjoy having taken away. But it’s not a choice—once we go through a loss of innocence, we can’t reverse it. Once I began reading more scientific and atheist literature, I started seeing the holes in theism, and I can’t dial back, even if I wanted to.

			So I can understand why even the most intelligent people still want to cling to their blind faith. Sometimes we don’t want to know the truth, it’s a source of strength and motivation to have God as an emergency contact. In my case, I do have a harder time comforting myself when I see the world’s miseries surrounding me. But part of that is also probably crotchety old age, not just atheism or agnosticism. As I’ve said, even the theist in me wants to yell at God—if he exists—for creating a world with such pain. As I’ve gotten older, my rose-colored view of the world has slipped away, and I can see its flaws much more clearly. I think that, for many of us, the reality of the world makes its way into our psyche after a certain stage of life, regardless of religious biases.

			AGNOSTICISM CAN DISAPPOINT

			Aligning more atheist also brings me another disappointment that I did not encounter as a theist. I am somewhat upset that I—or any of us—might never get to find out how the universe came to be. If there was a God or heaven, I figured I would learn the answers to all my metaphysical questions once I passed on and encountered that divine energy. If there is no such upcoming experience, and we simply disappear forever once we die, then we end up never uncovering the secret of how this universe first began. We don’t get to learn how nothing turned into something, and whether there are other planets with sentient beings out there. We don’t get to see what other universes look like. Obviously, there is an answer of some sort that pertains to how we came to be—a final, factual truth that exists above our many conflicting creation stories, religions, and scientific theories. I am dying to know what that truth is, as I suspect are all of you. Isn’t it a sad thought to realize that if the universe is truly random and unplanned, we may die without ever shedding light on all this existential darkness? I’ve been writing on spiritual topics for over twenty years now—all that time invested in an area for which I will never have a proper payoff. Waaaah!!

			I find that possibility sad to contemplate, but it is what it is. If the atheists are right, and there is no continuation of us after we die, then most likely, the mysteries of the universe will always remain just that. It reminds me of India in the 80s, when we’d be watching a very interesting movie that played only on Sundays on the one government-run TV channel. Right as the climax of the story was coming up, the power would arbitrarily be cut in our locality and we’d miss the last part. There was no Internet or YouTube back then, so we’d just have to live with not knowing how the movie ended.

			HOW TO LIVE AS AN AGNOSTIC

			For those of us who are agnostic or atheist, at times it may be difficult not having a compass for how to live, like the one that religion provides its followers. Most of us want to be good human beings anyway, out of sheer humanity and desire to live peacefully with our fellow man. The accusation is often that a world full of atheists will lead to a world full of anarchy. I don’t agree, the religious people around me are some of the most hypocritical, selfish, and petty humans out there.

			Agnostics may not have the comfort of a God and heaven, but they do have the comfort of a concept called optimistic nihilism. Optimistic nihilism is the understanding that the world may have no ulterior purpose or meaning, so instead we are free to just enjoy the world for what it is, without worrying about consequences or “shoulds.” That doesn’t necessarily mean living a life of luxurious hedonism—notwithstanding my former stripper-party cartoon—although one could, as long as they are paying the bills themselves and not hurting anyone else. I’d say go for it! No one goes to their grave wishing they’d worked more and partied less. The Kardashians aren’t just famous for nothing.

			But some of us—like me—are simply not wired to only indulge in material or sensory pleasures. Don’t get me wrong, I love me some good food, books, massages, plushy furniture, and furry slippers. I love ordering food and grocery delivery, hiring cleaning help, and buying huge plasma TVs to watch from my chenille recliner sofa. Not one word of this was exaggerated, this list is all true. When I tell my friends and family that I am writing a book on spirituality, they laugh or ignore me. I don’t come across as very spare or evolved in my living or thinking.

			I’m not—I’m definitely a work in progress. But there’s a limit to how much I can indulge in these things before I get bored, and before my middle-class upbringing and the parental voice in my head stop me from uselessly blowing money and time. I do best when I have something creative and stimulating to work on. Those are the moments worth living for me. I’m mostly stuck behind my computer, binge-watching the aforementioned nerdy videos or pondering deep existential conundrums. For someone like me, pursuing intellectual challenges and trying to leave a legacy of some sort—where I’ve done something groundbreaking that I may be remembered for—is what keeps me jumping out of bed every day.

			For others, it may not be sensory pleasures or a groundbreaking legacy, but raising a family that is important. Parenting and contributing productive, happy individuals to the world is a big responsibility, and someone has to do it. Those same people will often volunteer at the PTA, lead their kid’s soccer team, care for their aging parents, and drop in on lonely neighbors, and those are all needed contributions to society.

			Others may help in a different way, through charitable endeavors like volunteering at the Lions Club or making large cash donations to nonprofits. Some may join political rallies to promote a cause, or pursue a career in social work or teaching. Highly paid, ambitious workaholics are useful to society too. The point is to find some kind of meaning in life, whatever it is. And to realize that even if the contribution or activity is temporary and not eternal, or not part of some greater divine plan, it is still important in the context of this life, and this community. The energy that one sends out in the world still makes a difference to the very real, very vulnerable sentient beings that surround us daily. Victor Frankl was a Holocaust survivor, and in his book, Man’s Search for Meaning, he describes how those who felt they had something to live for—a family or cause—were more likely to survive than those who did not.

			THEISM IS STILL A COMFORT

			There are many ways to live as an agnostic or atheist that can involve meaning and productivity without having to invoke a deity or heaven. In fact, I’d argue that living for others and doing something without ulterior motive, rather than out of fear for our own salvation and success, is a greater form of divinity in the end.

			However, to also give credit where it’s due, there are exemplary theist teachings that I’ve imbibed over the years from some admirable spiritual leaders in my community that help me lead life even today. I believe that religious rituals and lectures can discipline us to take a break from the noise of the external world and refocus on our values and others around us. Religion can teach good morals.

			I have been tremendously helped by learning about the Hindu and Buddhist philosophy of detachment. Attaching our happiness to external, constantly changing factors like objects, places, people, and time is an oxymoron if we are looking for a permanent, internal peace. The two are contradictions. I learned this through the Sunday school classes I used to attend at Chinmaya Mission growing up, and it has been one of the guiding pillars of my life. I love my material comforts, my family, and my home, but I understand that these are ever-changing, here today and gone tomorrow. I can weather disruptions and disappointments much better with the philosophical tools handed to me by religion. 

			Could I have gotten these valuable insights in a secular setting, perhaps by watching YouTube videos? Sure, perhaps. But I don’t know if I would have taken the time as a child to watch such heavy abstract videos, even if they had been available back then. So I am grateful for whatever enlightenment was imparted to me through my religious upbringing, and I carry its wisdom with me in all that I do, even today.

			GOODBYE FOR NOW …

			There is so much more I have to say on the topic of living as a perpetually confused agnostic, but I think that my already hefty book has officially drifted into doorstop territory. I plan to continue writing about this in my next book, which will hopefully be shorter but equally gobsmacking. Until then, if I’ve managed to smack you in any way—good or bad—I’d appreciate any and all honest feedback at LovedIt@LogicalReasons.com. (This is a real email address.) 

			Better yet, I’d be grateful for a review on Amazon or wherever you may have purchased (or freeloaded) my magnum opus. You can also subscribe to my newsletter at www.3ChipsOnMaybe.com.

			I’m now going to pray to the likely nonexistent gods that this book does well and I don’t have to come back and haunt a bookstore—or you. For those who gave me company on this wishy-washy journey, sending you a big, warm, thank-you hug! Regardless of our respective beliefs, we are all connected, and we are all the same. Thank you for honoring me with your time and free will, and I look forward to swishing together again soon!
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