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I dedicate this book first to my mother, who, when I was a kid gave me pencils and paper for birthdays and Christmas and told me, “Write!” I would rather have had a baseball glove, but, here it is, mom: I wrote. And thanks for all you did for me.
Second, I dedicate it to Alexander Solzhenitsyn whose passing has left Russia, and the world, without a conscience. His wisdom begins and finishes this work, and graces it throughout.
Introduction
In writing a book of this sort, it behooves the author to let the reader know, in the leftover vernacular of the 20th century, “where he’s coming from”, and “where his head is at.” “Right behind the ‘at’”, as my mother always used to say to me when I ended a question with that preposition.
First: where I’m “coming from”. I was born and raised in the Mormon Church, properly known as The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. This is the one headquartered in Salt Lake City, Utah. I write this book however not as a Mormon, but just as a dreamer who coincidentally is a Mormon. My L.D.S. background will surface both intentionally and unintentionally; the only thing I can promise is that when it is intentional, I’ll let you know; when unintentional, well, at least I’ve been up-front with you. Bottom line: I’m not doing this to promote any specific religion.
Anyone using this book to say this is what the L.D.S. church teaches is doing so against my wishes. I have no authority to speak officially for this religion. As French essayist Michelle Du Montaigne wrote, “I put forward formless and unresolved notions . . . not to establish the truth but to seek it . . . I meddle rashly with every sort of subject . . .” (“The Complete Essays of Montaigne” translated by Donald M. Frame, page 229.)
L.D.S. educator and (late) Brigham Young University professor Hugh Nibley claimed the L.D.S. church combined the physical universe with religion, and was condemned for it: “As Christianity has been deeschatologized and demythologized in our own day, so in the fourth century it was thoroughly dematerialized, and ever since then anything smacking of ‘cosmism’, that is, tending to associate religion with the physical universe in any way, has been instantly condemned by Christian and Jewish clergy alike as paganism and blasphemy. Joseph Smith was taken to task for the crude literalism of his religion . . . unhesitatingly bringing other worlds and universes into the picture.” (“Nibley on the Timely and the Timeless”, page 49.) This is the atmosphere in which I was raised, and which will permeate this book.
And why "Cosmos" instead of "Universe"? The dictionary definition of “Cosmos” is the universe as a manifestation of law and order. I’m sure they mean largely mechanical order as in Newton’s mechanics, but I’d broaden that to mean the law and order of God. "Universe" is the gas, rocks, dust, radiation, and all the stuff that goes "bonk" as it bounces off your space helmet that makes up the material universe we see on a starry night. "Cosmos", to me, is all that plus the life that is made from that stuff, plus, the order and system behind it all. When we graduate from school and get a job, we don't just fit into a building and a Dilbert-style cubicle; we also fit into a social group, a set of norms and procedures, standards of excellence and expectation, and relationships with customers, competitors and co-workers. Same with the Cosmos to which we mortals will shortly be graduating and placing ourselves for our eternal occupations. We need to know what's going on out there so we can conform to it and be ready. That is the "eschatological" outlook, a subject in the first chapter, and the theme of this work. As Jeffrey Bennett puts it in his book, “Beyond UFOS; The Search for Extraterrestrial Life and Its Astonishing Implications for Our Future” “ . . . knowledge of the cosmos is not just idle knowledge but rather is at the core of everything that makes us human.” (Preface, page XII.) I’ll probably take it a bit more broadly than Bennett, who is an astronomer.
Well, fair warning, then. That’s what I hope to do with this book. I will say in many places that I believe the Cosmos is a nuts and bolts proposition, that it behooves us to find out how it works and who and what we really are, so we can best figure out where we fit in. It’s a “hands-on” proposition, tangible, real, rational. It will all make sense and be fair and just, no matter how things are in this temporal and temporary existence. It makes as much sense to me to prepare for our Cosmos occupations as it does for the young here to go to school and prepare for their adult lives.
I hope this book will be a dialog with a friend for you; some places you will love and they will bring you to tears. You'll underline them, quote them to friends and sweethearts, and treasure them. Other places will make you roll your eyes, swear out loud, and maybe even throw this book against a wall. Good friends do both to us. It was said in a great books reading course I took that we should do more than passively read; we should carry on a dialog with the authors as if they were in our reading rooms with us. The books in the library of John Adams, probably our least-appreciated founding father, were terribly abused; the bindings were worn and frayed, and he had written numerous comments in the margins, such as "dolt!", "dunderhead!", and "scalawag!" If that is what this book looks like when you're finished, I'll have a big smile on my face.
Imagine an informal dinner party with the likes of Alexander Solzhenitsyn, historian Will Durant, philosophers Plato, Aristotle, and Eric Hoeffer, physicist Michio Kaku, biologist Stephen J. Gould, near-death author Bettie Eadie, Old and New Testament writers and prophets, and many others of like stature all adding to the conversation of the nature of the Cosmos, and the purpose of human life. What a gathering and what a conversation that would be! That’s what I’m setting out to do with this book. (Well, you’ll have to provide your own food.)
Now, as to this book in specific: there are two ways of defining something; to say what it is, and to say what it is not. I’ll start with the latter.
This book is not to start a new religion or philosophy. The ones we have are doing just fine, thank you. There will be observations on religion as we go, but this isn’t the place for them. And, no, I won’t be proselytizing for the L.D.S. religion. To me, true religion is being where God wants you to be, doing what God wants you to do, and being open minded to change should God bring it your way. If you’re happy with your current religious / spiritual status, that is enough for me. In the near death experience of Howard Storm (“My Descent into Death”, page 72-73), Storm asked, "Which is the best religion?" He expected God to name one of the popular denominations such as Methodist, or Baptist. Instead, His answer was, "The religion that brings you closest to God.” This book then is not for religious brokering, but for fun, for fanciful speculation, with the hope of getting a finite handle on the infinite.
As to fanciful speculation: OK, here are some teasers; the number of earth-type, inhabited planets in the Cosmos, the source of God’s power, or, why people in Heaven don’t have to go to the bathroom, sex in Heaven, why God, even though He’s omniscient, never gets bored, two (!) solutions to the old “if-God-is-all-powerful-then-He-can-make-a-rock-so-big-that-he-can’t-lift-it” problem, the very beginnings of evolved life on this planet, and how we’re involved; a recipe for stew, (you think I’m kidding, don’t you?), outer space pirates, how evolution, creation and re-incarnation all come together, a solution to the abortion issue that will satisfy neither side on it, but is based on near-death and past-life hypnosis regression; mosquitoes and flies in (yes!) Heaven, and many other journeys wherever my imagination and fancy take me. When traveling, I always take scenic routes; same when I contemplate the Cosmos. Once again, Montaigne, (op cit): “I speak my mind freely on all things, even on those which perhaps exceed my capacity and which I by no means hold to be within my jurisdiction. And so the opinion I give of them is to declare the measure of my sight, not the measure of things.” (Page 298.)
Being as this is a rather large subject for a finite mortal to take on, the reader will have to allow me changes of mind and direction as my life and store of knowledge progress. I am a finite man looking at infinity, a mortal contemplating immortality. But, still: the great British scholar Alfred North Whitehead said, "Here we are with our finite beings and physical senses in the presence of a universe whose possibilities are infinite, and even though we may not apprehend them, those infinite possibilities are actualities." ("Atlantic Monthly", 193, March 1954, 58-59.)
As Paul said of prophecy, (1 Cor. 13: 11-12) “We see through a glass darkly.” My glass is as dark as anyone’s, and I’m sure there are errors in this book. I guarantee it. Tell you what: if you don’t take this book any more seriously than I do, we’ll get along just fine. I like Montaigne’s approach (as quoted in Eric Hoffer’s “The True Believer”, page XIII): “All I say is by way of discourse, and nothing by way of advice. I should not speak so boldly if it were my due to be believed.” Montaigne also observed, “No one is exempt from saying silly things. The misfortune is to say them with earnest effort.” (Op cit, page 599.) There are silly things here. My earnestness is not to establish them as gospel, but to generate thought and discussion.
This book is not the product of deep research in any one specific area, but rather an amalgam of readings in several areas. I have only a bachelor’s degree, and that in general studies. I’m not an expert in any of the fields I shall use in developing my thesis. It was said by the pioneers crossing the Platte River that it was an inch wide at the source, and a mile wide at the mouth. That may also be said of my intellectual capacities. I make no bones about it. I am a mud puddle in a parking lot; shallow, but I cover a lot of ground. There is enough “half-baked” in my theories to provide North America with soft cookies for six months. Remember the old saying, "Jack of all trades, but master of none"? I'm a "Jack of all knowledge, master of none." I am not a guru. (I am a gluru. What I say sticks together. Ha! Sorry.)
Historian Will Durant, whose lifetime work was the 11 volume "The Story of Civilization", from pre-historic Egypt to Napoleonic Europe, spoke to the dilemma of a skyrocketing human knowledge bank pushing the philosophers into the background. "Philosophy itself, which had once summoned all sciences to its aid in making a coherent image of the world and an alluring picture of the good, found its task of coordination too stupendous for its courage, ran away from all these battlefronts of truth, and hid itself in narrow and recondite lanes . . . human knowledge became too great for the human mind." (Will Durant, "The Story of Philosophy", second edition, vii-viii.) Perhaps it takes someone like me, who doesn't have the awe and respect needed for any one or all of the fields of human knowledge, to cobble together a picture of the Cosmos and blithely and naively jump into these infinite and shark-infested waters.
And, as professor Hugh Nibley noted, ("Temple and Cosmos", page 442) "This is the historian's dilemma; if his view is sweeping enough to be significant, it is bound to be inadequately documented; if it is adequately documented, it is bound to be trivial in scope." If that for the historian, how much more so for me dealing with the entire Cosmos?
Nibley comments further, (“Old Testament and Related Studies”, page 41), “But the books are still sedulously segregated and widely distributed among the floors and alcoves of the library, and to bring them all together into the one organic whole from which they were taken is a task that will yet tax the capacity of the computer . . . to date, no one has taken the trouble to integrate the materials in even one of these hundred – odd piles; and as to taking up the whole lot and relating every pile to every other, so far only a few bold suggestions have come from men of genius . . . whose proposals get chilly reception from specialized scholars who can only be alarmed by such boldness and appalled by the work entailed in painting the whole picture.” As to . . . “taking up the whole and relating every pile to every other . . . “ I don’t claim to come anywhere near that in this effort. In the bibliography at the end of this work, I note I used 111 sources and 570 quotes. That is hardly enough to represent even one area of research for an effort such as this, let alone an integration of them all, which as Nibley notes, would tax even a computer. But still, a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step; here is that step.
I feel I have a defender, though he may be surprised to find me drafting him as such, in Edwin Dobb, former editor of "The Sciences", in an essay of his from "Harper's Magazine", February 1995. He advocates a wider field of viewers of the Cosmos, with the idea that a more heterogeneous view will bring us a greater chance of understanding the truth than a restricted, however professional view that only scientists would bring: " . . . the only credential that should be needed to enter any conversation about the nature of the world is one's humanity . . . we best serve the cause of truth by expanding and defending the domain in which thought is free to roam . . . we transform the cosmic quest from the elitist, solitary contemplation of the stars into a free-for-all conversation about the stars with other human beings, scientist and non-scientist alike." Thanks, Ed! Here I go!
Further, it is my basic shallowness, this lack of expertise, that, I feel, makes me most fit to write this book. Because I have no loyalty to any one field of study, I’ve been able to superficially peruse all fields of study and find parallels and similarities in all of them to bring to this effort. You may be familiar with the Indian proverb of five blind men examining an elephant. The first feels the trunk and reports that the elephant is very much like a vine. The second feels the leg and responds that, no, the elephant is much like a tree. The third feels the ear and claims that an elephant is like a fan. Number four feel’s the beast’s side and asserts that the elephant is like a wall, and the last checks out the tail, reporting that an elephant is a ropey animal. Away they go, all arguing their various viewpoints of the creature. They’re all right insofar as their narrow fields of study allow; they’re wrong in that they’re arguing rather than synthesizing.
Professor Nibley observes, “An Approach to the Book of Abraham”, page 581, “Blindness to larger contexts is a constitutional defect of human thinking . . . we forget as we virtuously concentrate on that one thing that hundreds of other things are going on at the same time and on every side of us . . . that are all interconnected in ways that we cannot even guess.” I think Stephen Gould, “America's Evolutionist”, in commenting on biologists and their studies, has a similar take: “We are tied to historical habits of thought (doctrines of progress, gradual change, and linear causality, for example) and methods of procedure (reduction to component parts as a mode of explanation, rather than direct study of interaction). When we fail to recognize that these are habits of inertia rather than nature’s truths, new paths are closed off. Scientists ignorant of history are not so much condemned to repeat it, as to be confused and unenterprising.” “An Urchin in the Storm”, page 187. I can see where scientists and specialists get locked into their own worlds; being neither, I am outside of those boxes.
What I will do with this book is play the part of the person who can bring all these “blind” men together in one, and get a picture of the whole animal. The “blind” men I’ll be dealing with are the fields of philosophy, science, in particular biology and theoretical physics, near-death experiences, “new age”, such as re-incarnation and past life regression hypnosis, general wisdom literature that I feel illustrates the points made by these sources, and theology, in the form both of scripture and apocrypha; books contemporary with scripture, but not included in the canon. (For an idea of my sources, and the “weight” given to each, see the bibliography at the end of this book.)
As to interpreting scripture, which is always debatable among experts, let alone one such as I, I prefer to use “Occam’s Razor”, or the law of parsimony, which, according to Professor Nibley, “Tinkling Cymbals and Sounding Brass”, page 4, goes “ . . . for everything in the universe there are as many explanations at hand as the mind is willing to devise. Only one rule must be observed; it is the old “law of parsimony” – of all explanations of a thing, the one which is simplest, i.e., the freest from contradiction, requiring the fewest qualifications and the least elaboration of explanation, must be given preference to the exclusion of all others.” This isn’t a 100% guarantee of a truthful and accurate interpretation, but it is a very good starting point. Example: in Ephesians 3: 15, Paul uses the phrase “ . . . family in heaven . . . “ A family is defined as “a group of people consisting of parents and their children.” I therefore assume that the heavenly family consists of a Father, Mother and their children, (us), and I don’t try for more complicated or allegorical interpretations. More on this later.
I’ll use metaphor extensively. It is the only real way we have to get our finite minds around the infinite. Consider this metaphor: A person in New Orleans in August of ’05 is given a one-million-piece jigsaw puzzle. He’s promised that when it’s all put together, he’ll have a complete picture of the Cosmos and the purpose of life. “Great!” he thinks, and starts out. He sorts a few colors, finds a corner or two, then Hurricane Katrina comes along and blows it all away. The pieces are scattered in the wind and filthy water. When all is settled down and he’s allowed to come back to his home, he’s given 20 minutes to find all the pieces he can, and put together the picture as best as possible. That’s the task I face here; I don’t have all the pieces or the time to complete the picture; I can only do as best I can.
As I write, I wonder exactly where this book will be positioned on the bookshelves, should it ever see publication. Philosophy? Maybe, but that’s a rather dry discipline visited by few browsers, and for pure pecuniary interest, I’d prefer some other area for it, but where? Fiction? Ha-ha; very funny. Non-fiction? Well, not that, either. (Point of purchase? In my dreams.) New Age? Maybe. Right in with the Near-Death-Experience books; there’s a lot of that in this, they’d be comfortable together. Self-help? Possibly. Religion? No. Scholarship? No. I mount neither pulpit, podium nor pedestal.
No, even though it’s about God, us as His children, Heaven, Hell, good, evil and our creation in His image, it is not a religious book. It is a book that takes the God-created and directed Cosmos as a fact, and accepts without stopping for praise or proof, our place and potential in it, and seeks to be a workaday approach to making our way in the Cosmos and preparing for our futures therein. It’s about as religious as, say, a guide for a new ambassador to a foreign country that tells him of the customs and practices of the natives, and how to fit in.
As to God: This book takes it for granted that God exists, that He’s tangible, purposeful and the creator of the Cosmos and all that’s in it. Further, that our relationship to Him is child to father. I’m going to go from there and leapfrog the hallelujah and hand-waving, the hymn singing and swooning, the glorifying and praising. For me, the Cosmos and God are nuts and bolts propositions. What is the working order here, what’s going on, and where do we fit in? Faith, mystery, worship and wonder are fine things, and have a well-deserved place in religion, but I believe in the long run, God will just be science that we don’t currently know, coupled with an overwhelming fatherly love for His children; His children, who are now in the Harvard / Oxford / Sorbonne equivalent of eternal education, this school known as mortality on planet earth.
Schooling, classrooms, education; they are a big part of the Cosmos as we shall see in later chapters of this book, and if we don’t see ourselves as students being led and taught by a concerned Parent, then we’ll miss a great portion of what our lives are all about. God has His school: we’re in it. This school has graduations from grade to grade, tests aplenty, homework, and when we think we’re through and can enjoy summer vacation, surprise! We find ourselves enrolled in graduate school, post-graduate school, remedial training and maybe even vocational / technological “Community College” to pick up a few necessary trades so we can make ourselves profitably employed while the rest of our schooling continues. And, don’t even think about dropping out. That is one of the worst offenses in the eternities, which will also be discussed in a later chapter.
Many kids go to college to drink, party and have sex. They take easy courses, cheat to get grades, or have someone research and type up their papers for them. Some treat this mortal "college" in the same manner. Two differences between here and college: here we all "graduate" . . . that is, die, and our employers, God and His angels, know exactly how well prepared we are, whether we cheated, or worked honestly and diligently. The "job" we get in the Cosmos will be a consequence of our student behavior here. And since our "employment" is forever without termination, downsizing, or layoff, we want to be sure it won't be some menial job such as sweeping up the gold-paved streets of the Heavenly Kingdom. Nothing wrong with cleaning streets . . . if that's what you want to do . . . but do you want to do it forever? Great if you do, but for those of us who would prefer more challenging work for the eternities, it is my hope this book will at least set us to thinking along paths that will lead us to maximum happiness and fulfillment of our natures and potential in an eternal future.
This shouldn’t be taken as a denigrating shot at street sweepers, and those who do blue collar labor. I drove a truck for 21 years. Can't get more blue-collar than that. There is this tale of a near-death experience visit in “The Eternal Journey: How Near-Death Experiences Illuminate Our Earthly Lives” by Craig Lundahl and Harold Widdison, page 188: “We appeared to be alone there, except for the street-sweeper . . . I felt prompted to talk to the street-sweeper and congratulated him on his efforts. He said work was a joy to him, and he derived his pleasure from doing the best job he could at all times.” Every activity there contributes to the glory of the whole, and the bottom line is to take pride and care in one’s talents and abilities, and the contribution you can make. And, at the end of his day, the street cleaner went to just as nice a home and neighborhood as did the physicist who had just pushed the button for the next “Big Bang” creation of a new universe, there being no material inequalities in that realm.
If this book could be put in terms of college studies for majors in “Cosmos”, 101 would be to establish the existence of God. 201, the “sophomore” course, would be the praising and love of God; 301, the “junior” course would be the practical application of the previous two years of study. This book is “Cosmos 301.“ Atheists and agnostics would, if interested, enroll in 101. Those of a religious bent, already converted would enter 201. Those wanting to “go on unto perfection” as Paul phrases it (Heb. 6: 1-3) might enter this classroom. I won’t push the prerequisites; all are welcome. I only say the above to metaphorically position this work in the reader‘s mind, and further describe this book.
But children grow up and become adults. As we ask kids, so must we ask ourselves: "What do you want to do when you grow up in the Cosmos?" The old vision of sitting on a cloud playing a harp, or eternally singing praises in a Celestial choir just doesn’t cut it. Harp playing forever? Singing forever? That’s just damn boring. We, as offspring of God, are creatures of infinite growth, development and possibility; there’s a whole Cosmos out there we need to grow up to: we need to prepare our souls for eternal occupations. I believe that concept is as real as going to college here to prepare for an adult career life. That, in a nutshell, is the over-riding theme of this book.
Look at the space beyond the confines of our planet; the pictures the Hubble Telescope sends us give a glimpse of a growing, expanding Cosmos. For just one example, there’s the Horsehead Nebula, an enormous cloud of gas several light years across that has numerous bright points in it. Those bright points, about 16 if I recall, are galaxies . . . not planets, suns or solar systems, but galaxies . . . taking shape. Give it another few billion years and who knows how many habitable earth-type planets will be ready to receive the spirit offspring of God for the mortal phase of their eternal education and preparation. We will have already “been there and done that”, and, if prepared and worthy, will probably be put into positions to help them on their eternal journey. And, that’s just one nebula; how many more are there in the universe in various stages of formation?
The Cosmos is expanding; therefore, so are our possibilities. John Hodgman, in an article in February 2007 “Wired” magazine reports: “Because of gravity’s relentless pull, most everyone expected that the expansion (of the universe) would be slowing. But the data from both groups showed the opposite. The expansion of the universe is speeding up. Something must be pushing outward.” (Page 113.)
Professor Nibley (“Old Testament and Related Studies”, page 137), quotes apocryphal records as they deal with an expanding Cosmos: “The Pistis Sophia says that it is the nature of every creation to seek a more roomy space. It’s an expanding universe that these people described . . . By the law of plenitude or perfect economy, no space should be wasted and none should be crowded . . . In the Ginza, a very important and very old work of the Mandaeans, Jesus is told . . .Go down to that place where there are no (homes) and no worlds. Create there for us another world after the fashion of the sons of salvation.’ The same writing explains that when the mass and number of the worlds are filled, a squeeze begins, and it’s time for expansion . . . But the idea of pure space, of absolute emptiness, is abhorrent to these people. There is no point to it. A total void without even chaotic matter is utterly abhorrent.” Note the reference to the “Sons of Salvation”; this is why I call the work of God, “Salvation, Inc.” It apparently is a family business, and has been expanding throughout the Cosmos for, literally, God knows how long.
Many think Jesus or God is doing this all alone. I’m not saying He can’t; but consider another metaphor. North of Phoenix, we have a new city of some 50,000 called Anthem. 10 years ago, it was just desert. Del Webb, a developer, built it. But, did he really? Just him alone? Or did he have thousands of laborers digging foundations, laying wires and pipes, doing grading, framing walls, etc? I think it’s the same with the Cosmos, and, as Del Webb’s projects provide meaningful work for those with construction talents and the like, so the expansion of the Cosmos holds out the promise of meaningful work for all of God’s children who want to participate.
What will be your part in this burgeoning industry, this family business, “Salvation, Inc.”? That is what this book will focus on; our destiny and place in the Cosmos, or indeed, assuming theoretical physics is correct, in new bubble universes coming on line all the time. Imagine! Infinity squared! We need not look for higher life forms in space: we are it. The highest life form in space is a matured, fully developed and perfected human being, God. We are His children, created in His image and likeness. (Genesis 1: 26.) His present is our future if we so choose. That is the ultimate consummation of our humanity.
Russian philosopher, Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, 1856-1935 believed . . . “God was indistinguishable from that of advanced extraterrestrial intelligence of the kind toward which humankind and its space-faring descendants would inevitably evolve . . . “ (Tsiolkovsky) . . . “advocated an end to nationalistic thinking and urged people to think of themselves as citizens of the cosmos. He saw this change in perspective as necessary preparation for humanity’s joining a cosmic community of intelligent beings.” David Grinspoon, “Lonely Planets”, page 224.
Earth is not our home; it is just our bedroom in our home, the Cosmos. We are temporarily confined to our bedroom for the misbehavior that is normal with immaturity. There’s a party going on downstairs, and we can hear the laughter, the sparkling wit and conversation, and smell the delicious foods prepared for the festivities. We long to break out of our “bedroom” and join the celebrations, but until we mature and behave, those throwing the party, our Heavenly parents, know we’d only be a disruption. However, when we do grow up, there are jobs aplenty, things to do, and an exciting company with which to mingle, share thoughts and stories, learn, and enjoy the eternal expansion of our minds and souls.
Howard Storm (“My Descent Into Death”) paints a tantalizing picture of our future as we mature. “The great gifts that God wants to give us will not be given until we are loving enough to handle them. God wants to give us the power to control matter and energy with our minds, the ability to communicate directly with our thoughts, to travel through time and space by will, to have knowledge by contemplation. The power of these gifts is beyond our wildest imagination, but they will not be ours until we mature spiritually and can use these powers wisely and lovingly.” (Pages 43-44.) Imagine what these powers would do in the hands of terrorists or demagogues. One can see where we as a human race need much changing, growth and maturing.
Being neither scholar, philosopher, theologian, scientist nor expert in anything, except driving a truck, what am I? I am a man lying on my back in the grass on a balmy, cool summer’s evening. There are no city lights or moon to wash out the stars, and above me, from west to east, I can see the Milky Way, my home galaxy spread across the sky. Perhaps the lawn was cut earlier in the day, and the rich scent of fresh-mown grass adds to the overall sensory experience. As I gaze in rapture into the night sky, I can almost feel myself lifting off the lawn and floating among the stars. I ask, “What is this all about? What is the purpose of life . . . Indeed, what is life, and where is it from? Why do I have it, and what should I do with it? What is the ultimate destiny of human existence, and what should I do to prepare for it? Is there a God at the beginning of all this, and what should be my relationship, my duties and obligations to that God?”
Join me, please, my lawn or yours. You don’t agree with my temporary conclusions? Fine! Share yours with me. Life is a wonderful journey, and I’ll be the better for your thoughts and insights. I hope you’ll be the better for mine.
“The meaning of earthly existence lies not as we have grown used to thinking, in prospering, but . . . in the development of the soul.” (Alexander Solzhenitsyn, “Gulag Archipelago” volume 2, page 613.) That's the theme of this book in the words of a man I consider to be the greatest thinker and writer of the 20th century.
As to what the soul is, what constitutes its development, the cosmic milieu in which it exists, and for what purposes it is to be developed will be other themes dealt with as we go.
Solzhenitsyn, in pointing us to the meaning of earthly existence that lies beyond pecuniary interest, is expressing an "eschatological" outlook. To define it: "Last, uttermost. A body of teachings about last or final things, as death, resurrection, judgment, the millennium, etc." The Winston Dictionary, College Edition, 1944. (Yes, it's an old dictionary, but my grandmother, who had a big hand in teaching me to read, gave it to me, and I wanted to honor her here, and all the adults who take time to teach children to read. You never can tell where your efforts will go.)
To go along with Solzhenitsyn’s outlook, we also have the meaning given by Professor Hugh Nibley, op cit, in his book, "Old Testament and Related Studies", pages 1-2: "The eschatological viewpoint is that which sees and judges everything in terms of a great eternal plan. Whether we like it or not, we belong to the eternities; we cannot escape the universe. All our thoughts and deeds must be viewed against an infinite background and against no other."
Brigham Young, the Mormon pioneer and leader said, "No one supposes for one moment that in heaven the angels are speculating, that they are building railroads and factories, taking advantage one of another, gathering up the substance there is in heaven to aggrandize themselves, and that they live on the same principles that we are in the habit of doing. No Christian, no sectarian Christian in the world believes this; they believe that the inhabitants of heaven live as a family, that their faith, interests and pursuits have one end in view - the glory of God and their own salvation, that they may receive more and more . . . We all believe this, and suppose we go to work and imitate them as far as we can."
(Journal of Discourses, 17: 117-18.)
The Russian philosopher Nicholas Berdyaev had much the same outlook, condemning both socialism and capitalism. “Socialism is flesh of the flesh and blood of the blood of Capitalism. They both belong to the same world; they are animated by a common spirit – or rather, by a common negation of spirit . . . The worship of Mammon instead of God is a characteristic of Socialism as well as of Capitalism. Socialism is no longer an utopia or a dream: it is an objective threat, and a warning to Christians to show them unmistakably that they have not fulfilled the word of Christ, that they have in effect apostatized . . . Capitalism, considered spiritually and morally, arose because human nature is prone to evil. But socialism has arisen for exactly the same reason. Apostasy from the Christian faith, abandonment of spiritual principles and disregard of the spiritual ends of life, must of necessity lead first to the stage called Capitalism and then to the stage called Socialism.” (Runes, “Treasury of Philosophy”, 136-7.)
I see the tendencies of American Capitalism towards conglomeration and central control until the running of a corporation with its headquarters and franchises is hardly different from the central bureaus and remote controls of the former Soviet Union. Berdyaev continues: “It follows clearly enough that we must begin to make our Christianity effectively real by a return to the life of the spirit, that a normal hierarchical harmony of life must be recovered, that that which is economic must be subordinated to that which is spiritual, that politics must be again confined within their proper limits.” (Runes, ibid.)
Let me just make one observation to put this into the concrete from the abstract: We call ourselves a “Christian nation.” Compare the health care plan of Jesus Christ with our current health care plan. All who asked of Him were healed, free of charge. In the U.S. in contrast, we pay vast amounts for health insurance, then, when we need it, we’re shunted off to a phone answering service in India where they find all sorts of loopholes and red tape in the contracts to deny us the health care we thought we were paying for. Could any two systems be any more opposite? How long can we call ourselves a “Christian” nation and let this totally alien-to-Christ form of health care prevail before God gets really upset with us for taking His name in vain?
But, I digress. The purpose of this book is not to change our political systems; I’m way too insignificant for that. I’ll just stick with insights into the development of the individual soul, the meaning of life, and let it go at that. I do like what Winston Churchill is reported to have said regarding Democracy: “It’s the worst system imaginable . . . except for all the others.” I’d say the same for capitalism, too.
An extreme example of a non-eschatological outlook is this from Solzhenitsyn’s description of a veteran of the concentration camp who gave him an "introductory" bit of advice upon his arrival. "A cruel and determined expression was the principal trait of this camp veteran's face. . . (and) is the national hallmark of the Gulag islanders . . . From your very first step in camp everyone will try to deceive and plunder you. Trust no one but yourself. Look around quickly: someone may be sneaking up on you to bite you." The Gulag functioned by the law of the jungle, and no justice was to be expected. " . . . no one ever does anything for nothing, no one ever does anything out of the generosity of his heart. You have to pay for everything." (op cit, 563-4.)
And that's not to say that his advice is wrong; it probably contributes greatly to one's survival in such a situation, but . . . is it a price one wants to pay? What of your soul, which shrivels and contracts under such a world outlook? And if you survive to be released from the camp, you don't leave this outlook at the gates; you take it with you into civilian and family life, and are burdened with it for the rest of your mortal life unless you take strong and active steps to rid yourself of it. Well, easy for me to say. I've never been in that situation. This serves, of course, as a metaphor for the outlook we take into the eternities when we answer that call to go through the lighted tunnel and back to the God.
In contrast to this approach, Viktor Frankl’s classic camp recollection remembers " . . . men who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread." And this in Auschwitz. ("Man's Search for Meaning", page 86.)
Christian martyrs, or the martyrs of most any religion demonstrate an eschatological outlook when they refuse to deny their principles in the face of torture, pain and death, claiming that whatever the inquisitor does to them is only temporary compared to the eternal glory they expect for staying true to their faith. Clement's second letter to the Corinthians, "Lost Books of the Bible" page 142 is an example of the early Christian eschatological viewpoint: Chapter 3, vs. 7: "We cannot, therefore, be the friends of both (this world, and the world to come); but we must resolve by forsaking the one, to enjoy the other. And we think it is better to hate the present things, as little, short-lived, and corruptible, and to love those which are to come, which are truly good and incorruptible.”
Howard Storm’s near death experience shows the eschatological outlook as taught him by his spirit guides. “How you judge the outcome is not how things really are. You judge by appearances. That is not the reality of how things really are. You think wealth, possessions, physical attractiveness, and long life are success in life. They don’t necessarily mean anything. Some of the people God has favored with the gifts of love, wisdom, joy, and hope never had wealth, power and material things, physical beauty, or long lives. When God came into the world through Jesus, he had none of these things. They are insignificant compared to the spiritual growth of the soul. Life in the world is not about acquisitions, power or pleasure. You are given a life in the world for only one purpose, which is to love God. You love God by learning God’s will and doing God’s will by loving one another. Anything else is immaterial to the purpose of your brief life experience in the world.” (“My Descent into Death”, page 78.)
My favorite wordings of the eschatological outlook come in couplets: "It's not that we are mortal beings having spiritual experiences; but rather spiritual beings having the mortal experience."
And, “We do not see things as they really are, we see things as we really are.”
Many near-death experiencers come to the eschatological outlook. It is said of one who had the encounter that he became a changed person; "The type-A behavior that made him an edgy, angry workaholic is now gone. Replacing these traits is a thirst for knowledge, feelings and expressions of love that astonish those who know him." ("Closer to the Light", Melvin Morse, page 11.) Doctor Morse describes another near-death experiencer who " . . . is not overly interested in material things as so many of his friends are. He is more interested in acquiring knowledge than money." (Ibid. 29)
We need an eschatological outlook to keep insanity from our doors. As Will Durant phrases it: "' . . . life has meaning' we feel with Browning – ‘to find its meaning is my meat and drink.' So much of our lives is meaningless, a self-canceling vacillation and futility; we strive with the chaos about us and within; but we would believe all the while that there is something vital and significant in us, could we but decipher our own souls . . . We want to know that the little things are little, and the big things big, before it is too late; we want to see things now as they will seem forever - 'in the light of eternity.' We want to learn to laugh in the face of the inevitable, to smile even at the looming of death." (“The Story of Philosophy”, page XXV).
In an analysis of near death experiences, and the effects they had on those receiving them, authors Craig Lundahl and Harold Widdison summarized near death researcher Raymond Moody's findings thus: "(NDE’rs became) more reflective and more concerned with philosophical issues . . . (they) had a heightened sense of appreciation for life and a determination to live life to the fullest, with a renewed sense of purpose in living, and as a stronger person who values love and service to others and no longer feels that material comforts in life are so important." ( op cit, pages 18-19)
Eschatology is learning to think like God. And, that isn't easy. “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways saith the Lord. For as the Heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.” Isaiah 55: 8-9. Until we see things through His eyes, much of what He does can seem contradictory, or even downright evil. How many people are thrown off religion because of the vengeful god of the Old Testament killing or having killed millions of people? The flood of Noah is a major example; how many innocent children perished? Thousands at least. To get a handle on this, I must resort to metaphor. Let’s see if we can get ourselves to think like God.
Imagine yourself as a parent of a rather promising child. He’s gotten good grades in high school, good enough that he’s granted admission to Harvard, though not a scholarship. Just think! 4-6 more years of study, and this kid will pretty much have it made in the adult world. 18+ years of parenting will have really paid off. You mortgage your home to pay for the first semester, $30,000, please, and send him off to Boston. A few weeks go by, and you don’t hear from him. You begin to be anxious. Then, a letter comes from Harvard informing you that your son hasn’t attended any of his classes, is flunking them all, and is on academic probation.
Finally you get hold of him, and he says, yes, he’s been fooling around, but he can make it up; he promises to study, go to school, and get back on track. Then you begin to hear from his friends; he’s drinking, taking drugs, partying night and day, and still not attending to his school work. At the end of the semester, he’s flunked every class, and is about to be thrown out of rehab. He asks for more money to continue his education.
Do you as a parent continue to subsidize this behavior, or do you go back to Harvard, grab him by the shirt collar, drag him home, install him in a Mac Donald’s flipping burgers until he can pay off the $30,000 he squandered, and enroll him in the local community college so he can at least get a couple years on his education? If choice #2, then, congratulations; you’re thinking like God. How so? Just expand this to an eternal scale. This earth life is a school, and God expects us to learn and progress. If we fool our time away and refuse to come around, God, as our parent, has every right to bring us back home and straighten us out, just as you would do with your ne’er-do-well kid at Harvard.
“But”, you say, “My kid is still alive; the people God killed are dead.” No, they’re not. We have to have our heads screwed on straight about this. No one has ever died; God has never killed anyone, in the sense that they no longer exist as sentient entities in any form whatsoever. We are eternal, immortal spirits and cannot be brought to non-existence. (There may be an exception to that which I'll discuss later, but in any event, it is not an act of God, but rather an act of our own volition. No context in which to discuss it here.) We may be removed from one sphere of existence to another, such as this mortal world to the spirit world, but that is not death any more than moving from New York to Los Angeles is. Though some New Yorkers may think otherwise.
True, the bodies of those drowned in Noah's flood are part of a fossil layer somewhere, but their spirit, the true life of the body is very much alive and very much trying, in Spirit Prison, to get back on track. (For references to “Spirit Prison”, see 1 Peter 3: 18-20 and 4: 6. These verses tell us that those who perished at the time of Noah’s flood were given a second chance; taught by Jesus Christ after His death, so they could, ultimately, “ . . . live according to God in the Spirit.”) If this is true for those drowned at Noah’s time, then it must be true, to be fair, for the whole human race.
God has a backup plan for plan #1, which is to make wise and productive use of this mortal experience. Plan #2 is to pull us out of this school if we’ve shown we just can’t put it to good use, and set us in Spirit Prison, or reform school if you will, to learn in that milieu, the parallel of which, above, is you bringing your child home from Harvard to go to Community College. (This is not to say that all people who die young were goofing off in this life; not by any means. God has His plans and purposes for each one of His children, and, tragically to us, sometimes, it involves an early death.) God does not just arbitrarily, vengefully, kill people on a whim when He’s having a bad day. He acts as any good mortal parent would, only on a cosmic scale.
In many cases in the Old Testament, God acted to end a cycle of corruption and perversion which had devolved to child sacrifice. These highly offensive and immoral practices had to be brought to a halt, or every child God sent to this earth would have been in danger of having his life cut short by being thrown into a blazing hot furnace so mom and dad could have a good spring wheat crop. Those innocent children who perished in Noah’s flood were brought back to loving arms in Paradise; arms that would never throw them into a fire. A few moments of terror and pain; an eternity of being safe and free from the harms and dangers of an idolatrous society. If you still can’t buy the reasoning here, a later chapter deals with a similar scenario: the Holocaust.
We're seeing if we can come around to God's way of thinking, or the ultimate example of the eschatological outlook. I find it helpful to put these things in parent / child relationships, and if we can learn to contemplate God in those terms, many of the mysteries and questions about Him will be solved. Consider this ratio: we are to our children as God is to us. What is good parenting for us, is, on a much larger scale, and with an eschatological understanding, good parenting from God. Quick example: would you, as a parent, have a stranger stick needles into your child, and put poison and deadly germs into them? Sure you would. It's known as vaccination. Now, blow that up to Cosmic scale: would God, as a loving parent, allow us to have pain, difficulty and challenges? Sure. That's part of our education here.
My oldest boy, Cory, played Little League baseball. He was pretty good at it, and when 10, was accepted on a “Major” league team comprised mainly of 11-12 year-olds. He was the youngest kid on the team, and was warned that, at that level, he'd probably be riding the bench a bit. Still, he was game, and wanted to challenge himself, for which I was the proud and happy father. It so happened that year I wasn't coaching his team, but I went to his games and practices, observing from the bleachers and trying to keep my mouth shut. Hard for me to do. Anyway. In one batting practice, Cory was taking his turn against a kid that had a wicked fastball. No control. I know; once I was standing 12 feet away from home plate, and he nailed me in the shin. I had a sore lump for two weeks. On a pitch, he hit my boy squarely in the back. I could hear the “Thump!” from clear up in the bleachers. Cory went down, writhing on the ground, and fighting back tears. His coach came out and offered to let Cory sit down for a bit and work off the pain. Cory waved him off, and went back in the batter's box to finish his turn, and face that same pitcher. I was never more proud of my son.
Now, blow that up to Cosmos size again. We ask, “Why doesn't God do something? Why doesn't He help me, or make us have world peace, etc., etc.?” What would have been the consequences if I'd come down off those bleachers and taken Cory home to never have to face pain and trouble like that again? I would have humiliated him in the eyes of his peers, I would have made of him an emotionally crippled adult who would never face up to his trials and would always come running to daddy to fix his problems. (Not that he would have; I know Cory, and I'm sure he would have found ways to circumvent any over-weening parenting on my part.)
Now, let's go to an example from the Old Testament. If we're going to learn to think like God, let's take the bull by the horns and find the most egregious examples we can. Imagine having 12 children. They're grown and live away from home, but you know of their activities, and further, you have a good rapport with local law enforcement. You have just been tipped off that an out-of-town drug gang has been ripped off by your kids, and they're coming for revenge. The upshot will be that 1/3rd of your children will be murdered, 1/3rd will be taken away into slavery and bondage, and 1/3rd will be left in town, but still in slavery to earn money for the drug gang.
How bad would your children have to be for you to hold back and let all these things happen to them without your interference?
Let's go down the list of offenses as chronicled in Ezekiel 16, in the Old Testament, and see if there isn't a “tipping point” where you stand back and say, “OK, these kids have it coming. I'm sorry; there's nothing I will do to help them.” That is essentially what God said to Israel just before the sack of Jerusalem by the Babylonians around 590 B.C. It was an hellacious siege; the Israelites got so hungry, they wound up eating their own children before Jerusalem finally fell, and 1/3rd died, 1/3rd went to Babylon in slavery, and 1/3rd stayed back to work the land and pay tribute to the Babylonians.
God lists His reasons for being upset with His children: Vs. 6; He basically picked them up as babies cast into a dumpster. (For a modern day terminology.) From there, He fed, cared for and nursed them until they grew up. (7-14). However, like a beautiful but brainless nymphomaniac girl child, they gave their beauty out as sexual favors to anyone who asked for them, and took the wealth of clothing, food, jewels and precious metals He had given them, made images of false gods, (idols), and committed sexual perversions with them. (15-20). In fact, in playing the whore to every neighbor, they didn't even have sense enough to at least make a profit from their activities, but they paid their customers instead. This isn't to sanction prostitution, but to point out how dumb they were. Even the sorriest of hookers on our city streets isn't about to hand out sex to her customers, then pay them as well. (26 & 34.) Yeah, we're probably not ready to give our kids over to the drug lords yet, however as the TV ad says, “But wait! There's more!”
Then they take your grandchildren . . . I have four, and the love and joy that grandparents have for their grandkids knows no bounds . . . they take those innocent, loving babies, and sacrifice them in a horrifying ritual involving throwing them screaming and crying into a huge furnace, so they can have success in business or in their crops, or over their enemies. (Vs. 20-21.) Now . . . are you ready to turn your kids over to the drug gangs, and stand idly by while they suffer the punishments described above? No matter how much you love your children, does there not eventually come a point when you've had it, and you figure there's nothing more you can do, and you just wash your hands of them?
We like to think of God as infinitely loving and patient, and He is; but He also has an obligation to the spirit children coming to earth to see to it that they arrive in a milieu that is at least somewhat conducive to their eternal growth and development, and that they won't just be thrown into a furnace before they get any kind of real chance in life. “Behold, the Lord hath created the earth that it should be inhabited, and He hath created His children that they should possess it.” (Book of Mormon, page 39.) God has obligations not just to us here on earth, but to those spirits waiting to come to earth. If a relatively safe atmosphere, conducive to learning, testing and growth can't be provided for them, then His plans for us are frustrated. If we on earth screw up either society or this planet, or both, so it can't be constructively inhabited, then all is for naught. We, here on earth, are not the only beings in the Cosmos, and this earth is not just for us here and now, but for future generations, and there are times God has to remove large segments of us through war, disaster or what-have-you so those waiting can have their legitimate shot at life and its experiences.
I'm stressing this because a lot of people simply can't buy the “God” concept because of the horror and bloodshed of the Old Testament. It has to be understood, taken in context. We have to learn to think like God, and not cling to the warm, fuzzy concepts taught by many religions today simply because they make us feel good. There is a blood and guts reality to the Cosmos, and until we recognize and reconcile ourselves to it, we won't be one with God.
Another look: If you had a family of 10 children, and a couple of the older kids dropped out of school, got into drugs, pornography and were starting to molest their younger siblings, would you let them stay in your home? If you're any kind of a loving, responsible parent, you'd have to throw them out for the safety and welfare of the younger children. That's not far different from the choices God has to make regarding His children. Remember, there was a war in Heaven, and Lucifer and 1/3rd of the host of Heaven were evicted. (Rev. 12: 7-9.) It's not easy being God, and we don't make it any easier on Him when we judge Him from our ignorant and extremely limited mortal point of view.
Now, let's see if we can't deal, at least metaphorically, with some of the laws of the Old Testament as given by Moses to Israel. The metaphor: Consider the U.S. Navy. In that organization you have the regular sailors, and you have the S.E.A.L.s. On this planet, God has His children, and He has special groups of children from whom He expects special works. The tribes of Israel are these. It was the calling of the Israelites to bring ethical monotheism to the world. As any Navy S.E.A.L. is set apart and undergoes much more rigorous training than the average Navy member, so the Israelites were to be set apart and special from the rest of the human race. It's not that God loves them more; no more than the President as Commander in Chief loves the S.E.A.L.s more than the regular sailors. It's just that more is expected of the S.E.A.L.s than the average sailor. Therefore, the S.E.A.L.s have more rules, more training, more preparation than the regular navy personnel.
And, some of those rules would seem, to us, to be silly. For example: on their dress uniforms, the S.E.A.L.s have to be sure that their shirt buttons line up in a straight line with their belt buckles and flys. If a straight line can't be drawn down their midsection connecting these three clothing accessories, then they're in for punishment. We may think that's a bit silly. What does that have to do with wiping out the enemy? Plenty, actually. They're being trained to be scrupulous regarding details. It's a biblical principle: if we're faithful in small things, we'll be made ruler over “big” things. Matt. 25: 21. In a short while, these S.E.A.L. trainees will be working with things that explode and kill people. If they aren't meticulous in handling them, they and those around them could be killed. Where do they learn that care and precision? In basic training with things that don't explode, such as shirt buttons, belt buckles and flys, but, if they get these things right, then they can be trusted with the more serious items of warfare.
And, thus it was with the House of Israel. Through strict observance of the Laws of Moses, many of which seem, to us, silly, Israel was being trained and educated by God for serious spiritual duties on this planet. It's not that it matters whether you eat pork, or not; it matters whether or not one can take God seriously and be obedient in the small things, in preparation for the big things. They were learning discipline. Again, think like God, and you'll see good reasons for much of what seems either bloody, arbitrary or evilly whimsical in the Old Testament.
There is an eternal context in which our relationship to God must be put if we are to understand completely what is going on with us and Deity. This is a context taught by no other religion, theology or philosophy that I know of save Mormon, and one which may well be a breaking point for most readers. But, if I didn't introduce it here, I'd be short-changing you, and leaving out a context which I believe is essential for our understanding of God. The context is this: God did not create us. We are co-eternal with Him. True, He did create our spirit, then mortal bodies, but that's like saying Henry Ford created cars for people who were already alive. The true life that is us, that cannot die or be killed, as spoken of above, that inhabits these tabernacles is co-eternal with God, meaning neither He nor we had a beginning, and in that sense, and only in that sense, were equal.
It is called in the L.D.S. Religion, “Intelligence”. As to what it actually is, I have no idea. Energy? Waves? Thought? A Quanta, as in the smallest possible theoretical unit of energy? Haven't the faintest. We'll deal with Intelligence later, but for now, the only difference between us and Him is that He's farther down the line of human development than we are, and He is loving, generous and magnanimous enough to look back and give us encouragement and help in catching up to where He is. I guess I should leave a note to my editor, if I ever have one, to leave space in the margin here for readers to write in, in large letters, “BLASPHEMY!!” Be that as it may.
Joseph Smith, Mormonism's founder, put it this way in a famous funeral oration known as “The King Follett Sermon.” Speaking of God creating man in the original Hebrew version of Genesis, he says, “We say that God himself is a self-existent being . . . who told you that man did not exist in like manner upon the same principles? Man does exist upon the same principles.” “It does not say in the Hebrew that God created the spirit of man. It says, “God made man out of the earth and put into him Adam's spirit, and so became a living body. The mind or the intelligence which man possesses is co-eternal with God Himself.” “Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith”, pages 352-353. 354: “Intelligence is eternal and exists upon a self-existent principle. It is a spirit from age to age, and there is no creation about it.”
As to explanations and details; sorry, I have none. I have lived 63+ years in a milieu where all we have are beginnings and endings, and I can't wrap my poor brain around concepts of “self-existence”, and no beginning and no end; I can't remember it, I'm too locked into this “new norm”. Maybe when I die and get back to our natural home, the understandings will return. Details on this next will be deferred to a later chapter, but, theoretical physicists tell us that our universe split into two spheres in the beginning. One sphere, the one with length, width, height and time is the one we live in now. The other one? We don't know what dimensions make it up, but since time is here, then the other sphere has no time, hence no beginnings or endings. I believe that is the realm in which we dwelt with God before we came to this one, but, more, as I say, in a later chapter dealing specifically with the physicality of the Cosmos.
Back to the subject at hand: there are two ways in which we can compare our equality with God: One is that He is much, much farther advanced along the line of human development than we are; in fact, He is fully and perfectly developed, and is finished with that stage of His life, as someone who has gotten a Ph.d and done post-doctoral work is done with their public education. By comparison, we're still in elementary school. The other equality is that we all share a common origin, if it can truly be called that, of intelligences. In that sense, we're equal to God.
And this is also an important concept for us to hold onto as we try to think like God. He respects our independence and equality in this way. We are fellow travelers in this Cosmos and part of us at least have the same destination in mind; the full realization of our human potential. For intelligences who don't want to take their existence all the way, God respects their choices in that, and will safeguard them and help them rise as high as they desire. More on that later.
In a book written to celebrate the bicentennial of Joseph Smith's birth, “Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling”, author Richard Lyman Bushman elaborates on the above as he deals with the King Follet Sermon: “God was one of the free intelligences who had learned to become God. The other free intelligences were to take the same path . . . by going from small degree to another - from exaltation to exaltation . . . Christ was the model. That made individual persons radically free. Their nature was not predetermined by their creator. They were what they were, not what God made them. Rather than God being the sovereign creator of all things from nothing, He was the most intelligent of the free intelligences. The universe is a school for these free, self-existing intelligences.” (Pages 534-535.) That God refuses, absolutely, to interfere with our freedom or personality is also the subject of a later chapter, but another consideration we must have in learning to think like Him.
One last metaphor along similar lines to get us thinking like God. Many people say, because people aren't perfect, and God created us, then He isn't perfect. In light of the above discussion, I hope you can see how that reasoning is wrong. He didn't create us; we are co-eternal with Him, He's just a whole lot smarter and quicker to develop than we are. Imagine an omniscient coach of a baseball team. He knows how the next game will turn out; his pitchers will give up tons of hits and runs, his fielders will make errors, and no one on his team will hit the blasted baseball. (Can you tell from this I'm an Arizona Diamondbacks fan? As I write this, they have the worst record in spring training, March of '11, and were about the 4th worst team last year.)
Do you, as coach, knowing the game will be lost before it's even played, forfeit the game? Or do you get your team out on the field, have them play as best they can, and learn lessons from it for the next game? It's the same with God and us. It's not that He doesn't know we'll screw up; it's not that He has an obligation to prevent us from making idiots of ourselves. It's that He wants us to go ahead and play our best, learn, and get better for the next game. To forfeit the game would be to rob us of our growth and education. We're all God has to work with; He didn't create us to be doofuses, we are the eternal beings we've always been, and He patiently tries to help us become better, by sticking to the games as scheduled.
Back to a more mundane, but, I think, important aspect of the eschatological outlook. Among other things, as we try to balance the material aspects of this world with the eternal, please note I'm not advocating becoming a fasting and starving monk dressed in rags. This temporal, mortal life is a gift from God, and He expects us to make wise use of it. Aristotle expressed it best in his "Golden Mean", though he didn't name it that; the name came later, but he tried to define the right area between such wrongs as foolhardiness on one end of the scale and cowardice on the other. The proper mean would be courage.
Historian Will Durant gets the following from Aristotle's “Ethics”, wherein Aristotle said, “The qualities of character can be arranged in triads, in each of which the first and last qualities will be extremes and vices, and the middle quality a virtue or an excellence. So between cowardice and rashness is courage; between stinginess and extravagance is liberality; between sloth and greed is ambition; between humility and pride is modesty; between secrecy and loquacity, honesty; between moroseness and buffoonery, good humor; between quarrelsomeness and flattery, friendship; between Hamlet’s indecisiveness and Quixote’s impulsiveness is self control.” (“The Story of Philosophy”, Will Durant, pages 75-7. Aristotle wouldn’t have been quoting Hamlet and Quixote, of course; this is probably Durant’s interpretation.)
A favorite definition: “Courage is walking naked through a cannibal village. Foolhardiness is walking naked through a cannibal village . . . with a sprig of parsley tucked behind your ear.” Be brave, but don’t push your luck. Balance.
The Middle Ages Jewish philosopher, Moses Maimonides wrote on the golden mean: “The two diametrically opposed extremes of all dispositions are not the good way, and it behooves no man to walk therein . . . If a man finds that his nature inclines toward one of them, or is predisposed to adopt it, or that he has already acquired it, and regulated his conduct accordingly, he should return to that which is good, and walk in the way of the good ones, which is the right way. The right way is the intermediate quality of every disposition of man, and that is the disposition which is equidistant from both extremes, being neither nearer to the one nor to the other.” (Runes, “Treasury of Philosophy”, page 773.)
It's interesting to see this philosophy come up in different cultures of the world; the Buddhists have their middle road, the Taoists their Yin and Yang. The greatest thinkers of all cultures have always realized that balance, not excess, is the key to a workable mortal life. Too bad we can't have more of that in Congress and the political world in general where compromise is considered weakness, and the only victory is one wherein an advocate for a certain side gets his way completely, plus, his opponent is totally vanquished. These "winner-take-all" outlooks are doing great harm to our political process and our society. The Constitution was referred to as a "bundle of compromises", which, indeed it was, and had to be to get this diverse nation up and running. Where is that spirit today? The key is balance.
The Greek philosopher, Plato, had this version of an eschatological outlook, known as "Plato's Cave". Though the setup to me seems somewhat contrived and artificial, we must move beyond that to the great insight it offers. In it, he pictures a group of people chained all their lives in a cave in which their only view is of shadows on a wall created by a fire from outside. (Remember, he's not coming from an electronic age: fire was their only light.) The images of shadow are the only reality these viewers know. One manages to escape this imprisonment, go outside, and see the true forms of things, the reality. He comes back to his fellows in the cave and tries to convince them that the shadows they see on the wall are only semblances of a much more solid, truer, but external reality.
The point Plato was making was that our earth life is extremely limited in vision and knowledge; we see only shadows of what are true eternal forms. Relying only on our senses, in this case our sense of sight, gives us but a limited view of the true and eternal realities. Those who escape, find the truth and come back to us, we would call them prophets or near-death experiencers, have a much better take on ultimate and total reality than do we residents of the cave. We must ask ourselves, therefore, are we going to limit our thinking and vision to the shadows on the wall, or are we going to seek the broader more comprehensive view reported by the returned escapee?
To sum up, then, the eschatological outlook and thinking like God, quoting again Joseph Smith from “Teachings”, op cit, page 343 and 354: “There are but very few human beings in the world who understand rightly the character of God . . . If a man learns nothing more than to eat, drink and sleep, and does not comprehend any of the designs of God, the beast comprehends the same things . . . if men do not comprehend the character of God, they do not comprehend themselves. . . the relationship we have with God places us in a situation to advance in knowledge. . . All things whatsoever God in His infinite wisdom has seen fit and proper to reveal to us . . . are revealed in the abstract and independent of the affinity of this mortal tabernacle, but are revealed to our spirits precisely as though we had no bodies at all; and those revelations which will save our spirits will save our bodies.”
The New Testament says, “And this is life eternal, that they might know thee, the only true God and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent.” John 17: 3. Our understanding of God and being able to think like Him is a matter, literally, of life . . . eternal life . . . or not. Therefore, I can't downplay the importance of the eschatological outlook.
In "Man's Search for Meaning", Viktor Frankl makes the claim that it isn't for us to ask what the meaning of life is, but rather for us to answer that question ourselves. "Ultimately, man should not ask what the meaning of his life is, but rather he must recognize that it is he who is asked. In a word, each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by answering for his own life; to life he can only respond by being responsible." (Page 131.) What is the meaning of your life? And, if your answer is different from someone else's, then that's fine; after all, you're different from everyone else, and God invites and enables you to search for your individual interpretation, your very own, unique, individualized definition of life. This isn't a test where we can look over someone else's shoulder and copy their answers; there is no one "right" answer, no one-size- fits-all. Only the answer that is right for you is . . . right for you.
I think a metaphor might take this from the abstract into the concrete: Consider two scenarios. #1: A person with unlimited resources gives you a choice plot of land, two acres or so, with a terrific view, all utilities and complete ownership. Also, he gives you carte blanche at a Home Depot, or Lowes, and says you have ten years to build a home on that property and live in it. You might say you know nothing of building; that’s OK. Both of these builder’s supply stores have books, videos, everything you need. He recommends your first purchase be a book of house plans, and go from there. Ten years later, he visits to see what kind of home you’ve built.
Scenario #2: A person with unlimited resources gives you the keys to the home of your choice in a newly finished development. It’s a nice neighborhood; the homes are upper middle class, 3,000-4,000 square feet. All you have to do is move in to the home that pleases you most. Of those two scenarios, I think life is more like #1. We are given the means to build a life; what do we do with them? If, after 10 years you are visited on your choice property and you’ve been living in a tent, dumping garbage all over the place, and have done nothing to improve the parcel, the person who gave you all this opportunity will be sorely disappointed.
Theologically speaking, I think this is also an apt metaphor for the interplay of grace and works in our lives, but that’s about as theological as I want to get in this book.
I can’t give anything more than the most general of affirmations that your life, my life, each life truly has a meaning. (Many, quite probably; we must sort them out, work on each with some kind of prioritization.) What is it? For Dianne Fossey, it was the gorillas of Africa, as related in her classic book, “Gorillas in the Mist”. Same with Jane Goodall and her chimpanzees. Your life’s meaning doesn’t have to be something grandiose and general such as saving the world. Concentrate on specifics wherein you have interests and talents, and where God will guide, bless, and open doors, and let your life be part of the whole. It takes 500 pieces put together correctly to complete a 500 piece jigsaw puzzle. Each one of us is a piece of the puzzle; no one is the whole puzzle.
Truth be known, we all have two specific “assignments” in this life: Learning to love, and loving to learn. This will be detailed in the last chapter. From there, we have “individual” assignments, tasks to accomplish that may be similar but not exactly like those of our fellows and sisters, and are reflective of and suited to our temperament and personality. The best I can do for anyone here is to send them on their way with the assurance that life does have a meaning for you: but you must find your own. In Frankl’s book, cited above, he writes of the time he was hacking away at icy ground through the night, under the watch of a taunting, cruel guard. While swinging his pickaxe, he held a conversation with his wife. She wasn’t really there, at least in a mortal body, but he talked with her as if she were, and felt her presence strongly. It is a most moving part of this very moving book. (It turned out later she had died, though he didn’t know it at the time. I have no doubt he was communing with her spirit, though he doesn’t identify it as such.)
He writes: “ . . . I was struggling to find the reason for my sufferings, my slow dying. In a last violent protest against the hopelessness of imminent death, I sensed my spirit piercing through the enveloping gloom. I felt it transcend that hopeless, meaningless world, and from somewhere I heard a victorious ‘Yes’ in answer to my question of the existence of an ultimate purpose.” (Page 60.)
"Man's Search for Meaning" is perhaps the greatest book ever written regarding the importance of finding meaning in life. It's from the successful execution of this search that we know in which direction our souls should develop. Frankl tells of two men who had talked openly of committing suicide. In the Nazi concentration camps of World War 2, it was relatively easy; the wire surrounding the perimeter was electrified, and to touch it was electrocution. Many did run into the wire purposely. As he counseled these two men, he was able to extract a reason from each one to continue life. For one, it was a child he loved dearly, and was waiting, free, in a foreign country. For the other, it was a series of scientific works that had yet to be published. (Pages 100-1.) The reasons each one of us has for living vary, but are important keys in knowing in which direction our soul's development must proceed. Frankl says, "In both cases it was a question of getting them to realize that life was still expecting something from them; something in the future was expected of them."
That "something" Frankl claims is to be found not within but without. It has to be something larger than our own lives. " . . . the true meaning of life is to be discovered in the world rather than within man or his own psyche . . . being human always points, and is directed, to something, or someone, other than oneself - The more one forgets himself by giving himself to a cause to serve or another person to love - the more human he is and the more he actualizes himself." (Ibid. 133.) This is the great message of Christianity, and the sacrifice of Christ, the ultimate example of human development functioning in the Cosmos.
Frankl sums it up: "We all had once been or had fancied ourselves to be 'somebody'. Now, we were treated like complete nonentities. (The consciousness of one's inner value is anchored in higher, more spiritual things, and cannot be shaken by camp life.)” (Ibid. page 83.)
In a compilation of near death experiences of children, Melvin Morse and Paul Perry say the youngsters they interviewed give simple and clear answers to the purpose of life: “Revere life and see the intricate connections throughout the universe.” Note there’s nothing about curing cancer or finding an answer to war. (“Closer to the Light: Learning from the Near-Death Experiences of Children.” Page 190-191.) Their messages sound almost like Robert Fulghum’s book, “Everything I Needed to Know I Learned in Kindergarten”. “Love your neighbor and cherish life. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Clean up your own mess. Be the best that you can be. Contribute to society. Be nice, kind and loving.”
And now, I am going to take what seems to be a complete contradiction to the above. These next quotes are from Eric Hoffer’s book, “The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements”. Here, Hoffer, a ‘50’s philosopher and thinker seeks to establish the importance of an individual finding meaning in his own life, and not in an external mass movement. His observations, then we’ll try for synthesis: “Faith in a holy cause is to a considerable extent a substitute for the lost faith in ourselves. The less justified a man is in claiming excellence for his own self, the more ready is he to claim all excellence for his nation, his religion, his race or his holy cause. A man is likely to mind his own business when it is worth minding. When it is not, he takes his mind off his own meaningless affairs by minding other people’s business. This minding of other people’s business expresses itself in gossip, snooping and meddling, and also in feverish interest in communal, national and racial affairs. In running away from ourselves we either fall on our neighbor’s shoulder or fly at his throat.” (Page 14.)
Look at all the frustrations and arguments this . . . “minding of other people’s business” engenders in our current political atmosphere: Second hand smoke. Home Owner’s Associations. The A.C.L.U. Anti-gay marriage. Right to Life. So: where do we find meaning if not in causes “larger than ourselves”? I think the answer lies in putting first things first. It’s the “beam and mote” principle, as taught by Christ in the New Testament: Matthew 7: 3, 5: “And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother’s eye, but considerest not the beam that is in thine own eye? . . . thou hypocrite, first cast out the beam out of thine own eye; and then shalt thou see clearly to cast out the mote out of thy brother’s eye.” In this 21st century, we have the “airplane depressurization lesson: When the oxygen masks dangle down, first put yours on, then you’ll have the clear head needed to put the mask on a struggling child.” Get your own act together first; figure your life out first, then help others. (Though helping others along the way will also help you figure out your life. Did I say this would be simple?)
Hoffer notes . . . “a fundamental difference between the appeal of a mass movement and the appeal of a practical organization. The practical organization offers opportunities for self-advancement, and its appeal is mainly to self-interest. On the other hand, a mass movement, particularly in its active, revivalist phase, appeals not to those intent on bolstering and advancing a cherished self, but to those who crave to be rid of an unwanted self . . . people who see their lives as irremediably spoiled cannot find a worth-while purpose in self-advancement.” (Page 12, ibid.)
I mentioned Jesus Christ above as the greatest example of the development of the human soul. When He had accomplished this development, He then had a use to which it could be put, ie: dying for the salvation of a human race that He saw as being worthy of saving. His vision was worth the sacrifice of His life. Hoffer sums up his comments by saying, “We cannot be sure that we have something worth living for unless we are ready to die for it. This readiness to die is evidence to ourselves and others that what we had to take as a substitute for an irrevocably missed or spoiled first choice is indeed the best there ever was.” (Page 16, ibid.) In a sense, Christ’s “missed or spoiled first choice” was living forever as King of the Jews, which He could have done: he chose death and our salvation instead. As we examine our lives, is it possible that our “first choices” which may have been missed or spoiled are God’s way of setting us up for our true purpose? Truthfully, and without detail, I've found that to be the case with my life.
It is here, perhaps that we should approach the subject of religion. Professor Nibley (“Temple and Cosmos”, page 339) simplifies the role of religion. “There is only one justification for religion, one sole question, so let us not talk about the endless, abstract problems . . . The real question, of course, is, Is this all there is? This is what everybody wants to know, the only question that bothers us. If you can answer that definitely, then our troubles are over; there is nothing left to worry about.”
For most of man's history, it has been the duty of religion to instruct us in the eschatological outlook. In the introduction, I stated my personal religious preferences, but I'm not here to proselytize for the L.D.S. faith. For the purposes of our discussion in this book, I support any religion that points one to a good and workable eschatological outlook. I emphasize the word "good": one might argue that a radical fundamentalist who blows himself and innocent women and children to smithereens has an eschatological outlook. He is, after all, sure that his act will grant him a place in Heaven. As with anything that has a good use, Lucifer, Christ's opposite, will twist it for evil ends. Christ himself warned his disciples of misguided eschatology. ". . . whosoever killeth you will think that he doeth God service." John 16: 2.
We mustn't discard eschatology because of misuse any more than we would shun Christian religion because of the Spanish Inquisition. It's a baby and bathwater thing; don't throw out the baby with the bathwater. Christianity in general; good, baby; keep it. Spanish Inquisition, gay-bashing, Jew hatred and persecution; bad, bathwater; throw it out. Islam; good in its place, and for its people. Baby. Islam exported by gun and bomb; evil. Bathwater. Throw it out.
But; religion. I have these basic thoughts on religion and spirituality.
#1: Religion is what men put in place of the spirituality that God would prefer they have.
#2: Imagine a quarterback on a football team. The ball is hiked to him. He takes it in his hands, caresses it, waxes eloquent on the fine pebbling of the surface, smells the leather cowhide, and admires the thongs and stitching. Then gets sacked for a five-yard loss. A second quarterback, instead of rhapsodizing over the qualities of the football, steps back into the pocket for a pass, or follows behind his blockers for a yardage gain. Religion is admiring the football. Spirituality is going for a touchdown, or at least a gain with it.
#3: I think many religious experiences are self-induced, and have little or nothing to do with the actual presence of God. That’s not to say all; I think 95% of U.F.O. sightings are misinterpretations of other phenomena; probably the same could be said for “religious” events. The other 5%? Who knows? Remember Meg Ryan’s classic faked orgasm scene in the movie, “When Harry Met Sally”? I’d use that as a metaphor for many “religious” episodes. There’s a lot of arm-waving, shouting and swooning, the pulse rate goes up, people breathe harder, they dance in the aisles and leap over the pews, but have they really had an experience with God, or was it just self-induced, and maybe self-deceiving excitement, because of peer pressure? You say you had a genuine religious feeling? Fine. I’m not going to debate individual events. I’m just speaking generally, here.
#4: Along that same line; when we were little, some of us, normal for kids, had an “imaginary friend”. I think that phenomenon is re-visited in adulthood with an imagined relationship with deity. Jesus is your best buddy? He’ll do anything for you? I think not. He’s not your steppin-fetchit. Yes, He loves us and seeks our greater spiritual welfare, but He’s not an errand boy, not a “go-for”. He is god, and deserves the seriousness and respect reserved for an omniscient, omnipotent being who had the power and love to create our mortal bodies in His image. The definition of “blasphemy” is to speak irreverently or lightly of deity. We must ask ourselves as we ponder our relationships with god, do we approach blasphemy?
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” (Proverbs 9: 10.) Fear here means not so much a cowering, hide-under-the-bush approach, but rather a serious respect for deity. Do we approach God with a “yes-sir, no-sir” attitude, or with a “Hey, Big Buddy, make me have a happy day!” If it’s the latter, I suggest wisdom hasn’t yet begun with us.
#5: Now, having said all of the above, let’s bring it into complete focus: human life is like an airplane. It needs wings to fly and wheels to land and taxi. Spirituality is wings: we travel, soar, gain the perspective that high altitude brings. No wings, no flying. No wings, and an airplane is just a glorified bus, rolling to and fro on the tarmac. But; it also needs wheels. Religion is wheels. Every plane has to come in for a landing to re-fuel, give the pilot a rest, and deliver its passengers. No wheels, and no matter how great and exciting the flight, the crash landing at the end is a major tragedy. Those who say they can do without organized religion are flying without wheels. Sooner or later they'll need to land and refuel and refresh; with no wheels, they'll crash. On the other hand, those who make the forms, rules and rites of religion their spirituality are just taxiing back and forth and not getting anywhere. Again, balance. We need both to develop our souls.
Practical application examples: One may say he doesn't need to go to church, that he can worship God on a mountaintop, or at the beach. Maybe. I know I can. But, in church, one may find out who has needs and how he can help. Connecting with another and giving of your time and means to make their lives better is the essence of spirituality, but it takes a human community of fellow believers to facilitate these moments. One can get these moments through social service organizations; I was a member of the Lion's Club for awhile, and they do many good community charitable works, as do many other social / charitable organizations, but, if not for religion's teachings of the importance of doing charitable works, I doubt I would have joined the Lions and contributed.
In his book in the New Testament, James defines pure religion thus: "Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world." (James 1: 27.) Our religion must translate into action beneficial to others, or it is of no use.
Surprisingly, the "other side" isn't seen by near-death-experiencers as being particularly "religious." Jan Price's visit, detailed in her book, "The Other Side of Death", says, " . . . there is nothing particularly 'religious' about the other side. Spiritual, yes, but nothing 'characterized by adherence to religion or a religion . . . 'one does not go around in an ecstasy of religious fervor, but it is a place of ordered activity." (Page 39.) One near-death experiencer relates, “A lot of people I know are going to be surprised when they find out that the Lord isn’t interested in theology. He seems to find some of it amusing, as a matter of fact . . . he wanted to know what was in my heart, not my head.” (“The Light Beyond”, Moody, page 49.)
As to religiosity vs. activity, Lance Richardson, in the book of his near-death experience, “The Message”, tells us about this precept of Heaven: “The greatest principle in the creation of a society such as ours is service. Each person in (his spirit guide's) society is involved in service to others continually. It is the mode of Heaven. It is one of the great eternal principles that creates a heaven. Each seeks for the betterment of the whole, not themselves. Each seeks to serve God, our Father, through following His command of ‘love one another.” (117).
We might assume that a near-death experience would make someone more religious, but that's not necessarily so. Lundahl and Widdison report, “The religious views were commonly strengthened by the NDE, but not necessarily their religious involvement in a church. They also developed a new personal interest in the caring and loving aspects of human relationships." ". . . spiritual growth, a loving attitude, knowing God, and inner peace . . . " were listed as the most common changes wrought by the near death experience. (Craig R. Lundahl and Harold A. Widdison, "The Eternal Journey; How Near-Death Experiences Illuminate Our Earthly Lives", pages 19-20.)
Many who studiously follow all the rules of a religion may close themselves off to the possibilities of further soul development. If one is a committed creationist, one can't enjoy the discoveries of the life sciences that deal with evolution and the slow processes of geology and selection of species that make life so varied and fascinating. If one studies nothing but the scriptures of their particular religion, one misses uncountable scores of great books on history, science, philosophy and other topics. Scriptures should be studied, but so should all good books of wisdom and knowledge.
Between religion and spirituality, and the world in which we live, again: balance.
As I said in the introduction regarding religion: "true religion is being where God wants you to be, doing what God wants you to do, and being open minded to change should God bring it your way. If you’re happy with your current spiritual status, that is enough for me." For example, in a near death experience, the person asks God about the particular church he was attending at the time. God answers, "You are where you need to be for what you have to do. You are in the right place." ("Life Everlasting", Crowther, 74.) If that "bottom line" is good enough for God, it works for me, too.
In "Embraced by the Light", Betty J. Eadie's famous near-death experience, she asks God why He didn't give us just one church, one pure religion. He answers, "Each of us . . . is at a different level of spiritual development and understanding. Each person is therefore prepared for a different level of spiritual knowledge. All religions upon earth are necessary because there are people who need what they teach." "No one church can fulfill everybody's needs at every level." (Page 45).
Joyce H. Brown, in her book, "Heavenly Answers to Earthly Questions" adds further light to this reasoning for many religions: " . . . we are all at our own level of spiritual beliefs and at our own level of ability to live by religious teachings . . . God is pleased with all those who strive for righteousness." (Page 150.) It's the effort, the moving forward that counts.
Consider a large family, say 10 children. Ages range from baby to late teens. The parents go out, and ask the oldest to baby-sit. They're also given keys to the other car so they can run errands, or take a kid to the emergency room should a need arise. The 10 year old doesn't get the car keys, and isn't given authority. Does that mean the parents love her less? No, it's just that her older sisters and brothers have grown to the point where they've proven their maturity for babysitting and car driving, and can handle these chores with minimal worry to the parents. The parents, of course, love all their children equally, but must deal with each child as to their age and maturity level. So it is with us, as spirit sons and daughters of God; some are more mature than others. That isn't to say more loved, or better; just, simply, older. There is no shame in being the 5th, or 8th or last child in this family of 10; it's just where you happened along in the birth order. You'll grow, and come to the same responsibilities that your older siblings did before you. Nor is there any glory in being the first born; it's just the way it happened, and it doesn't make you any better than your brothers and sisters down the line.
Therefore, no one religion is any better than any other, any more than a certain level of achievement in a grade school is better. First grade is for kids just beginning, and it's fine for them. They'd be totally out of place in sixth grade. Likewise, for a seventh grader to have to go back to second grade would be unproductive; he's already been there and learned those lessons. It's not a matter of superiority or inferiority, good or evil. It's a matter of what level you're at in God's eye, and being where you can get the most growth and do the most good in turn. It’s not for us to say to others that their religion is inferior. God is infinite, and so are the resources He has for us if we will but seek and take His guidance for our lives, and humbly accept and utilize them as He reveals them to us.
Besides, in this respect especially, one of the most self-destructive things we can do is to compare ourselves to others in these matters. Compare yourself only to yourself, and ask yourself if you're progressing, if you're a better (i.e.) more spiritually mature person today than you were a couple days ago. Others can serve as examples (or warnings), but not comparisons; God doesn't want you to be anyone else but the maximum expression of the person He is helping you to become. Jesus Christ is the ultimate role model, to be sure, but most of us don’t compare ourselves to Him, but rather to movie stars (“Am I as slim and attractive as she is?”) or athletes (“Can I hit a baseball like Albert Pujols?”) and these comparisons are nothing but detrimental to our spirits. From Joyce H. Brown’s “Heavenly Answers to Earthly Questions”, page 18, “ . . . during my time on earth I was not competing with anyone but myself. I knew that the only approval I really needed was from the Loving, All-Knowing Being, the Creator of the Universe – and from within myself.”
I promised fanciful speculation; OK, here's one. I think this is why God chose the Jews. They demonstrated a greater development than others of His children. They're not better, wiser or more loved of God; they're simply older, or at a greater maturity level. Them He trusts to "baby-sit" the rest of the human race. Yes, I know I've offended many by that comment. Consider it as a metaphor, and don't add unnecessary baggage to it. By the way: I'm not Jewish, and if I'm one of the "younger children", so what? God loves me just as much, and I'm growing to Cosmic adulthood. The Jews had the maturity to bring the world ethical monotheism when all the rest of us were worshiping sticks and stones, or the immoral and repugnant gods and goddesses of Greek and Roman mythology. Further, the Jews, through a hellacious 2,000 years, as bad a patch as any of God's children have ever been called to go through, the Diaspora, capped off by the Holocaust, a bitter frosting on a nearly inedible cake, have kept their religion, culture and people largely intact. So Jews are my "older" brothers and sisters watching the household until God comes back? I can live with that. They've earned that slot.
Dennis Prager, a radio talk show host, writer and observant Jew says this of ethical monotheism: "the belief in one God and, therefore, one morality", is the gift of the Jews to the human race. "This is the most revolutionary idea in human history, but it is almost as far from being lived today as it was when Abraham developed it four thousand years ago." (Dennis Prager, "Think a Second Time", page 173.) This doesn't mean everyone should be Jewish, but, that some of the things the Jews gave us, such as the Ten Commandments, should be observed by all. He goes on to say that a secondary meaning of ethical monotheism is a demand of God to us that we all act decently toward one another. (Ibid, 202.)
Again, though originally a Jewish belief, this is certainly a belief, so general in nature, that it can be held by virtually every religion.
The "monotheism" part of "ethical monotheism" relates to the nature of God. According to Prager, He is "supra-natural". (He deigns "supernatural" because we'd easily confuse that with U.F.O.'s, ghosts and the like, but God is still above and beyond nature.) (Ibid.) God is also personal, good and holy. Again, though springing from the Jews, this is material nearly any religion can relate to. I'll have a whole chapter on God later, so I won't go into detail here.
In considering religion, we must also pair it with science. There's a pairing; for nearly 3 millennia, science and religion have been the proverbial evil twins. In the introduction, though, I stated that I believe God is just science we don't yet know, coupled with an overwhelming love for His children. That’s the ultimate pairing of science and religion right there. Will science and religion eventually become one? I believe so. Did Jesus walk on water? Yes. How? I don't know; it's just science we don't yet know. Did Jesus change water into wine? Yes. How? I don't know; it's just science we don't yet know. Did Jesus heal the sick and raise the dead? Yes. How? I don't know; it's just science we don't yet know.
And yet, we can conceptualize it. I read a book a few years ago called "The Physics of Star Trek". (I think that was the title; unfortunately, it was a book on tape, so quoting selection and page is impossible.) Anyone who has seen "Star Trek" could see how all of the above miracles could figure into one of their shows, and be just a matter of science. All Scotty has to do is beam the water out of the jugs and wine into them, and it's the same thing. I'm not saying that's how it was done; just that a scientific explanation isn't impossible for us, though "beaming" things about the galaxy isn't a technology we have yet. But, if I understand correctly, an electron has actually been "beamed" from one point to another in the laboratory. Isn't that how these things begin?
I don't mean to trivialize science; I don't mean to take wonder and faith out of religion. But, as also stated in the introduction, I'm a "nuts and bolts" kind of guy, and not knowing exactly how things work doesn't keep me from going on. I can't begin to understand the mechanics of an automatic transmission, yet I drive a car. I don't think that's a far stretch from our contemplation of miracles vs. science. Writer Arthur Clarke's Third Law goes: "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic." (Paul Thoreaux, "Ghost Train to the Eastern Star", page 246.) I would take the liberty of paraphrasing by taking out the word “magic” and inserting the word “miracles.”
As David Grinspoon puts it in “Lonely Planets”, op cit, page 321, “Our Sun is not among the oldest stars. Even given the conservative assumption that it always takes 4 billion years for a planet to progress to intelligence (that is, if we assume that all living planets evolve as slowly as ours has), the first civilizations should have begun appearing in our galaxy at least 4 or 5 billion years ago. More likely, there is a spread in the rates of evolution, and on some planets intelligence developed much faster than ours, so some civilizations should have started appearing 8 or 9 billion years ago, long before our Sun and planets were a gleam in the eye of their parent molecular cloud. We had just better hope that they have our interests in mind.” Is it not possible that this has already happened, and God is just a couple billion years ahead of us? Again, I'm not saying that's how it is; but I do believe we must keep our minds open to possibilities and the explanations that arise from them and not just close our minds to potentialities.
Grinspoon, ibid, reminds us of the classic sci-fi movie of the ‘50’s, “The Day the Earth Stood Still”, where a flying saucer lands and an alien and his robot step out, impervious to our military might. Their message is simple: “It is no concern of ours how you run your planet. But if you threaten to extend your violence, this Earth of yours will be reduced to a burned-out cinder. Your choice is simple: Join us and live in peace or pursue your present course and face obliteration. We shall be waiting for your answer. The decision rests with you.” (Page 321.)
Of course, the above scenario is only the science half of the equation. If religion can't keep pace with objective, "just-the-facts-ma'am" science by facilitating the emotional and psychological improvement of the species, we most likely will wipe ourselves out. It takes these two working together, not at loggerheads with each other for us to have the progress the human race needs.
Francis Collins, of the Human Genome Project, expresses the science / religion debate thus in his book, “The Language of God”, page 169: “If the existence of God is true (not just tradition, but actually true), and if certain scientific conclusions about the natural world are also true (not just in fashion, but objectively true), then they cannot contradict each other. A fully harmonious synthesis must be possible.”
The twin purposes of science and religion have been elaborated upon. Galileo was reported to have said, "I just try to figure out how the heavens go, not how to go to heaven." I heard a quote I'll have to leave unattributed: "Why God created the earth is written in the scriptures; how God created the earth is written in the crust of the earth." I would add both are worthy of study.
The late Stephen Jay Gould, "America's Evolutionist" addressed an entire book to this subject, "Rocks of Ages; Science and Religion in the Fullness of Life". I prize his fairness, his deep study, his passion to get things right, to get to the bottom of truth no matter what it does even to his own cherished points of view and specializations, and the great impact he's had on the scientific education in my life. (I have 9 of his books in my library.) Gould proposes a respectful separation between the two, a theory he calls "Non-overlapping Magisterium", or "NOMA". And, most important to me, he scores the extremists on both sides: "Obviously, extremists of the so-called Christian right, particularly the small segment dedicated to imposing creationism on the science curricula of American public schools, represent the most visible subgroup of these partisans. But I also include, among my own scientific colleagues, some militant atheists whose blinkered concept of religion grasps none of the subtlety or diversity, and equates this entire magisterium with the silly and superstitious beliefs of people who think they have seen a divinely crafted image of the Virgin in the drying patterns of morning dew on the plate-glass windows of some auto showroom in New Jersey." (Pages 68-9).
In another work, “Bully for Brontosaurus”, Gould quotes Huxley, “Darwin’s bulldog” drawing the line between science and religion: “The antagonism between science and religion . . . appears to me to be purely factitious, fabricated on the one hand by short-sighted religious people, who confound . . . theology with religion; and on the other by equally short-sighted scientific people who forget that science takes for its province only that which is susceptible of clear intellectual comprehension . . . no one can improve on the prophet Micah’s statement: ‘ . . . what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God . . . will the progress of research prove that justice is worthless and mercy hateful?” (Page 408.)
NOMA, for Gould, doesn't require a strict separation: "NOMA forces dialogue and respectful discourse about different primary commitments . . . NOMA does challenge certain particular (and popular) versions of religious belief . . . And NOMA does forbid scientific entry into fields where many arrogant scientists love to walk, and yearn to control." (“Rocks of Ages”, op cit, 92-3). His rules of respectful separation frown on religion dogmatically interpreting scripture and applying it to science, in the example of creationists, with whom he did much battle over their attempt to force their "Creation-in-7-Days" agenda on the public education system. "You have tried to impose a dogmatic and idiosyncratic reading of a text upon a factual issue lying within the magisterium of science, and well resolved with a radically different finding of several billion years of antiquity." (93).
In another work, “Time’s Arrow, Time’s Cycle. Myth and Metaphor in the Discovery of Geological Time”, pages 25-26, Gould gives a metaphor first expressed by Andrew Dickson White, president of Cornell University, who, while in St. Petersburg, Russia, viewed some peasants working on an ice dam on the Neva river. As the spring thaw approached, the ice dam in the river held back the water. Peasants were busy cutting small channels in the ice so water could flow over the dam and slowly erode it, rather than having the water back up and break the dam all at once, releasing a flood that would destroy many river structures down stream. “The patient mujiks are doing the right thing. The barrier, exposed more and more to the warmth of spring by the scores of channels they are making, will break away gradually, and the river will flow on beneficent and beautiful.” The river backing up is the increasing load of scientific discovery, pressing against the dam of religious dogma, which stops its flow. As White expresses it, “ . . . a sudden breaking away, distressing and calamitous, sweeping before it not only outworn creeds and noxious dogmas, but cherished principles and ideals, and even wrenching out most precious religious and moral foundations of the whole social and political fabric.” Balance, and baby and bathwater, again.
Historically, religion has come off the worse nearly every time it has tangled with science. The 16th century debate about earth as the center of the universe serves as an example. When Galileo offered his telescope to the priests of the above "science”, some refused to look. Some looked and denied what they saw. Some looked, agreed with Galileo, but went on with the church dogma of the time because, perhaps, they feared the Inquisition. A few looked and had the courage to change their minds. One of the problems was four moons which could be observed orbiting Jupiter. Under the Ptolemaic system operating at the time, it was believed all heavenly bodies orbited earth.
Politics also played a part. Many Jesuit astronomers accepted Galileo’s findings, but their rivals in other orders felt they had to take the opposite view just because. In “The Language of God”, Francis S. Collins tells of the problems Galileo had with clergy. “In a sermon directly targeting Galileo, (Dominican Father Caccini) insisted that ‘geometry is of the devil’ and that ‘mathematicians should be banished as the authors of all heresies.’” (Page 154.)
The Catholics weren’t the only ones criticizing Galileo: John Calvin and Martin Luther piled on, too.
Galileo, confined to house arrest for the last years of his life, had it easy. Giordano Bruno was burned at the stake in 1600 . . . “For refusing to repudiate his belief that there were an infinite number of planets in the heavens, harboring an infinite number of living beings. He wrote, ‘Thus is the excellence of God magnified and the greatness of his kingdom made manifest; he is glorified not in one, but in countless suns; not in a single earth, a single world, but in a thousand thousand, I say in an infinity of worlds.’” As author and theoretical physics Professor Michio Kaku continues in his book, “Parallel Worlds”, page 345, “Galileo’s and Bruno’s sin was not that they dared to divine the laws of the heavens; their true sin was that they dethroned humanity from its exalted place at the center of the universe.”
To be fair to religion, though, it does change, even if glacially. “In 1992, the Vatican issued a belated apology to Galileo. No apology was ever issued to Bruno.” (Kaku, ibid.) And on May 27, 1998, Pope John Paul II declared evolution to be compatible with Christianity. ("Evolution: The Triumph of an Idea", Carl Zimmer, page 333.)
According to Paul Davies, “God and the New Physics”, “ . . . recent advances in fundamental science are more likely to reveal the deeper meaning of existence than appeal to traditional religion. In any case, religion cannot afford to ignore these advances.” (Page 8.) Interesting: a race between religion and science, or theoretical physics at least, to discover God. And the great Einstein sums it all up: “Science without religion is lame, but religion without science is blind.” (Kaku, op cit, page 344.) With science and religion functioning together, we both walk, and see where we’re going.
But, to get back to eschatology, and the importance of each of us having a working definition for our lives, I like this quote from Edwin Dobbs, former editor of "The Sciences", in "Harper's Magazine", February 1995: "To have a workable cosmology is to be at home in the cosmos. To be in the process of creating a cosmology . . . is to be traveling toward home." Let us pause to ask ourselves, “Am I at home in the cosmos? Am I cobbling together a workable cosmology for myself?” We've said much of the eschatological point of view, or, as Dobbs refers to it, a "workable cosmology". Let's see if we can't go for the nuts and bolts of the issue now, and figure out ways to create one, thereby giving meaning, or at least a foundation on which to build, for our lives.
In his book, “Where God Lives”, Melvin Morse gives a list of ten secrets that he collected from hundreds of interviews with children who had near death experiences. He calls them the "Ten Secrets of the Transformed". I quote them here in the belief that they represent the best summation for the laying of a foundation for an eschatological outlook in our lives. This is what we can learn and apply from those who have talked with God and come back to us. You’ll find nothing weird or far-fetched here; no gurus on a mountaintop, no sitting naked and begging in the street. These secrets show there’s a good melding of the eternal and temporal, the spiritual and mortal in the overall view of things. As I will repeat ad nauseum, ad infinitim: Balance!
1. Exercise. Do some form of enjoyable exercise every day for at least 30 minutes. Walk in a park, play catch with your daughter, wrestle with your son, use a home treadmill while watching television. Give daily exercise the same priority that you would work.
2. Patterns. (Be here now.) Pay attention to your life patterns. Keep a journal. Do active meditation, a form of meditation in which you acknowledge and comment on your thoughts and inner feelings. With active meditation, you address your concerns about such things as money, kids, marriage and work instead of using passive meditation to silence your inner narrator . . . instead of trying not to think about a disagreeable boss, you actually think about him or her, focusing on the source of conflict and trying to reach a solution to your problem.
3. Family and relationships. Eat breakfast and dinner with your family at least four times a week. Turn off the TV and talk to each other. Develop the habit of listening to others for at least fifteen minutes a day . . . let others finish their sentences before you start to think of a response. Say such things as "How did you feel about that?", "Tell me more", or simply repeat the last few words they said to you, out loud, in a reflective way.
4. Trust your inner vision and intuition. Most people do not lack for spiritual experiences or intuitions. They lack the courage to believe them and therefore dismiss them.
5. Service. Help others on a weekly basis, even in simple ways. Give your wife a foot rub. Volunteer to be a soccer coach. Donate food to a food drive. One surefire cure for a sense of meaninglessness in life is to volunteer at a school, daycare center, or hospital.
6. Financial planning. Cut expenses. Pay at least 20 percent extra on your credit card debt each month. Over the years, this will lead to peace of mind, not just monetary savings. Save money every month, even a small amount. When Einstein was asked about the greatest miracle in life, he replied, "Compound interest." Small amounts of money, saved on a regular basis, compound into enormous returns. What does this have to do with spiritual harmony? In our society, it is easier to find spiritual harmony when you have money in the bank and are not burdened with a lot of debt.
7. Diet. Children who have had NDEs eat more fresh fruits and vegetables than the rest of us. Meeting that spiritual light leads to good eating habits and, in turn, a longer, healthier life. Try to add one new vegetable a month to your diet as you subtract one fast food or snack food a week. Often, small changes can lead to successful lifelong weight loss. Diets rarely do.
8. Meditation / prayer (talk to God). Spend at least fifteen minutes a day allowing input from your right temporal lobe to come in. If you don't want to pray actively, or cannot think of anything to say, repeat a word over and over while lying in bed. This simple act "turns on" the right temporal lobe, your God Spot. (“Cosmos” author's personal note: I've found repeating the word, "Peace" while awaiting sleep at night can calm a restless heart, and shut up the persistent and repetitive stressful dialogues that can plague us. I also picture Christ calming the waves of the sea with the words, "Peace, be still." (Mark 4: 39.) This may not fit your religious predilections, however; whatever works for you is what works. One might try other words such as "love", "mercy", "forgiveness", or "grace", and there’s always the classic Buddhist meditation focusing syllable, “om”.)
9. Learn to love. Often, when we think of love, we mean self-love. Real love means thinking of someone else, that person's needs and feelings. It is hard to love. Often, it involves giving and sharing, which doesn't come naturally to many of us. You can learn to love but it takes time and practice. I will spend thirty minutes a day jogging for my health. Spending thirty minutes a day "loving", however, is just as good for your health. There are simple ways to do it. Commenting favorably on someone's new haircut is one way to make that person feel good. Another is to bring co-workers a treat in the morning, or ask them how their children are doing in a play they are performing in. These are simple acts of caring that can help us all to break out of our isolation.
10. Spirituality. Rediscover your relationship with all parts of the universe. Pay attention to what is going on around you and see your place within it. This will act on many different levels - your relationships with other people, with the environment, and with God. This means different things to different people. For some, re-establishing a relationship with the universe will mean going to church once a week. For others, it means going to the beach or sitting in the park. Each person has his own way of addressing spirituality. The idea of kneeling before a bed and praying is offensive to some people, who feel religion and spirituality have nothing in common. For others, religion is a conduit to the divine. Find what works for you and do not limit yourself. After all, there is more than one path to righteousness.” Melvin Morse, “Where God Lives”, pages 31-34.
One thing Dr. Morse didn't mention is intellectual stimulation and development. I've heard that the majority of college graduates don't read any more once they have their degree . . . or, at least, they don't read anything serious that would contribute to learning. My guess is that Dr. Morse missed this because he is a researcher, and serious reading is a normal part of his life, so he was too close to the idea of intellectual stimulation for it to show up as something new on his radar. In the last chapter, I’ll cover the two great purposes we all have in common in this life, “Learn to love, love to learn”, so I won’t elaborate here. Suffice it to say that I do believe intellectual development is a vitally important part of our life’s purpose.
Most in-depth near-death experiences tell of libraries, schools and intellectual pursuits on the other side. Lawrence Tooley's book, "I Saw Heaven" reports how he was given a tour of a learning center. In this area, he observed several outdoor classrooms, and asked his guide what the spirits were studying. "Just about everything" came the answer. "It isn't important what you study . . . Here, everyone has a burning thirst for knowledge. One of our greatest joys here is the pursuit of knowledge." (Page 75.) My guess would be the same is true here; it doesn’t matter what you study. Let your heart lead. Study not for a degree unless you need one for career advancement, but study for the joy of learning.
But, the bottom line is we have to take the initiative in our own intellectual development. The first and greatest commandment is to love God with all our heart, might, mind and strength. (Mark 12: 30.) Mind, therefore, is 1/4th of our love for God, and if we neglect its development, we aren't giving God all we have, or we are at least short-changing Him on the love that could come from a more developed mind. I would personally add to Morse's list being proactive in one's intellectual development. In a later chapter on human nature, we'll consider the four aspects of the complete human being as mentioned in Mark. The mind is one of them, and if ignored, we stagnate just as surely as if we substitute watching TV for family interaction or a good, refreshing workout.
Joyce H. Brown, who has been “there” and returned says this of TV and movies: “Directly after my experience on the Other Side, with my new knowledge of the value of time, I thought that I would never again watch television or sit for hours in a movie theater . . . Now, however, I work at keeping a balance between worthwhile goals and needed leisure time; I do watch some television, but I am careful of quantity, content and quality . . . I want the benefits of surrounding myself with inspirational and educational things rather than detrimental, destructive words or scenes.” (op cit, page 177.)
That is the ultimate purpose of an eschatological outlook. This life is short; eternity is long. We must soberly and wisely prepare for it just as a student in college, where he will spend only 4-6 years, must soberly and wisely prepare for an adult career life that will last a good 40 years.
To sum up, let us say religion, though imperfect, does have its function. Howard Storm, in “My Descent into Death” says, “The Bible teaches – that each of us is free to choose whether we are proponents of God’s will or opponents of God’s will. The question is: Are you seeking God’s will or are you not? Knowing and doing God’s will is the curriculum in this life. The church, as flawed as it may be, is the instrument to help us know God’s will. The church is the closest we will get to God outside of heaven. The secular world is the place where we are sent to do the work of the Spirit of Christ.” (Page 116.)
But, for this book, and for our current status we now have something to direct our lives towards. Life does have meaning, even if we have to largely take the bull by the horns and make it up for ourselves. And the meaning that life has for us is a product largely of our own freedom to choose, our agency, within the setting and context that God has given us with His program for our growth and development based on our personality and the sacred individuality of our eternal spirits.
We deal with that next.
“I am going to make a world not certain to be saved, a world the perfection of which shall be conditional merely; the condition being that each several agent does its own “level best.” I offer you the chance of taking part in such a world. Its safety, you see, is unwarranted. It is a real adventure, with real danger, yet it may win through. It is a social scheme of co-operative work genuinely to be done. Will you join the procession? Will you trust yourself and trust the other agents enough to face the risk?” William James, “Pragmatism”, page 121.
That is how William James, an American philosopher, expressed his view of God's plan for this world, our growth and education. His vision sees this world as a place of risk and uncertainty; true, not all will be saved and come back to God in shining robes, but everyone who participates will have shown their true eternal nature and character . . . or lack thereof.
“The eschatological view of life is more than a philosophy; it is a specific religious tradition, teaching that there actually was a great plan agreed upon at the foundation of the world, and that all that has transpired on earth since the beginning or shall take place hereafter is to be understood as showing forth the operation or attempted frustration of that plan.” So states Professor Nibley in “Old Testament and Related Studies”, page 2. The plan isn’t something we can tacitly choose to ignore. It is part and parcel of our existence, and if we don’t swim with it, we get swept away in the currents that run with it. “An interesting corollary to that is that all things are party to this plan, so that when man sins he puts himself at cross-purposes with all nature, which becomes his enemy and crosses and checks him . . .These are simply forms of frustration that the rabbis believe resulted from the fact that we are trying to go one way while the universe insists on going another way. We do not belong anymore.” (ibid, page 2.)
“Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth? . . . when the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy?” (Job 38: 4-7.) “ . . . the great plan of happiness.” (The Book of Mormon, page 312.) “ . . . men are that they might have joy.” (The Book of Mormon, page 59.) Aristotle determined that the final cause, or ultimate reason for everything was happiness. Whatever is going on here, it sounds like we were pretty enthusiastic about it.
In the apocryphal work, “The Acts of Thomas” is the story of “The Hymn of the Pearl”. In this story, a King’s son leaves his treasures in Heaven to come to earth to find a special pearl. On earth, he gets distracted by the “treasures” of this mortal life and falls into error and sin, forgetting his original mission and focus. What puts him back on track is a letter from heaven, signed by all the Great and Mighty Ones, which reminds him of his true heritage and his purpose in coming to earth. How could earthly pleasures outweigh Heavenly treasures? The two choices are put on an equal footing, like a golf handicap, so there is no observable difference between the two; otherwise, the memory of the Heavenly treasure would win out overwhelmingly. Being then equal, whatever choice is made reflects the true heart and mind of the individual. One thing augurs in our favor: there’s a nostalgia, an “anamnesis” as Plato called it, or a vague and foggy memory of the glories and wonders of our former heavenly home that nags at us to make the right choices. (Reference, Hugh Nibley, “Old Testament and Related Studies”, page 177.) This, in its different setting, is the basis for western religions.
I’ve leapfrogged much theology, and made the promise in the introduction to do that, so I won’t go into great detail on “The great plan of happiness” as it is called in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. It involves a man and a woman, an apple, a snake; a fall, a God who wants passionately to bring fallen children back to Him, and a Savior who sacrifices His life to do just that, as taught by all religions of “The Book”, Jews, Christians and Muslims. Jews and Muslims bail at the point of the history and necessity of a Savior, of course. Jews think that the Savior is yet to come; Muslims claim God is all-powerful on His own, and doesn’t need a Son to do His work for Him. I’m not going to try and prove the Christian point of view I hold, that a savior is necessary, and Jesus Christ is that One. Greater lights than I have wrangled with Jews and Muslims over this issue. I’m not going to try and re-invent their wheel. The same goes for arguments with atheists.
I earlier referred to God’s work as a family business we could call “Salvation, Inc.” It is the business of building universes, turning them into Cosmoses, populating them, and raising this population up to carry on the same business. Open branch offices, franchises, as it were. The invitation is out from Him to every one of His children to participate, but we’re not forced to. This family business runs on two principles: no one is forced to go into it, but those who do must meet the requirements. And this is only reasonable. For eons untold, God has put out a reliable, workable, quality product: the advancement of life, the growth of infinite numbers of Cosmoses, and the sharing of that work with His children. His name is tied up in it. He gladly opens new territories and farms them out to His children who can handle the work, but He has to be sure His children are up to the task, for if they aren’t, and their business folds, countless lives will be lost and wasted. It’s not like He can issue a product recall and say, “Oops, sorry, we goofed.”
In our earthly schooling, one of our main duties is to learn to love, for God is love. (1 John: 4; 8.) Just as an engineer must learn how to calculate stress in structural steel before he can design and build a bridge, we must learn Celestial skills before God will trust us with a branch office of the family business. The greatest student ever in this regard was Jesus Christ, and He is a willing tutor for us in these difficult courses. In our learning process, we make mistakes. We have to take courses over to be sure we’re getting the lessons right. This is where our student loan debts (sins, transgressions) pile up. But for those who graduate (die), no matter what the debt, if we’ve finally gotten the lessons right, there is One who has already paid our debts and has infinite credit with the
Father: Jesus Christ. He it is who offers to cover our debts if we’ll go into the family business with Him. But, there is no force: in all things, there is choice, and this is where agency comes in, the principle that I believe is the most important concept in the Cosmos, outside of life itself.
But, since God’s plan is so important to our eternal lives, and we need some sort of context for what is to follow on agency, let me address the issue in a metaphor. I’ve already described this earth life as a college. Imagine graduating from college, but saddled with the enormous debt of a student loan, to the tune of several score thousand dollars. Jobs are hard to come by. You’ve just gotten married, and children are on the way. You require a home, car, furnishings, clothes for the babies and yourselves, food and all the things needed by a young couple just starting out. What to do? While sweating your situation, a job offer comes in, and it’s a dream offer. It’s with a company you’ve long known, respected and admired. It’s a job that offers great challenges for your talents and education, and wonderful growth opportunities. And, best of all, as one of the many perks of working for these people, they’ll pay off your student loans if you’ll just make a long-term commitment to them. Do you sign? There are no compelling reasons not to, unless you just don’t want that kind of happiness in your life. And, some don’t. Some don’t sign. Who can say why? I don’t know why.
As Angie Fenimore experienced the darkness of hell in her near death trip, she wondered how the spiritual debt she had incurred could be paid. “I was told that the debt had already been paid, that the sacrifice had already been made. In the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus Christ had experienced all the suffering that has or ever will take place in the life of any human born on this earth. He experienced my life, He bore my sins, He accepted my grief. But in order for the agony that Jesus endured on my behalf to count, in order for Him to take my place in fulfilling that spiritual law, I had to accept His gift.” (“Beyond the Darkness”, pages 125-126.)
The above, in a nutshell, is “the plan”. Now, for one of the most crucial elements of the plan, we examine agency.
“For it must needs be, that there is an opposition in all things. If not so . . . righteousness could not be brought to pass, neither wickedness, neither holiness nor misery, neither good nor bad . . . having no life neither death, nor corruption nor incorruption, happiness nor misery, neither sense nor insensibility. Wherefore, it must needs have been created for a thing of naught; wherefore there would have been no purpose in the end of its creation.” (The Book of Mormon, pages 57-58.)
William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury expressed the need for opposition in these terms: “Which are our own best days, the days when we have nothing to perplex us, or trouble us? Or the days when, at considerable cost to ourselves, we have made some real effort against the evil which afflicted either ourselves or other people? Surely the latter. Surely we know that one of the best of the good things in life is victory and particularly moral victory. But to demand victory without an antagonist is to demand something with no meaning. If, then, goodness is to exist up to the limit of what even we can understand, there must at least be an antagonist to be overcome. If you take all the evil out of the world you will remove the possibility of the best thing in life. That does not mean that
evil is good. What one means by calling a thing good is that the spirit rests permanently content with it for its own sake. Evil is precisely that with which no spirit can rest content; and yet it is the condition, not the accidental but the essential condition, of what is in and for itself the best thing in life, namely moral victory.” (Runes, “Treasury of Philosophy”, pages 1163-4.)
Choice. If there is a defining principle, an element that over-arches all of our eternal lives, it is the matter of choice. It is also called agency and free will. As to whether man truly is free or pre-destined has been a major debate of theologians and philosophers for millennia. As I said at the beginning I was going to take it for granted that God exists and move on from there, so I will also refuse to enter the debate on free will, assume it exists, and move on from there. If you don’t want to believe in free will and choose to debate it, that’s fine; you have your choice, but that’s not my purpose in this book. OK, sorry, flippant again.
A possible compromise: this is an idea I’m still working on, so I can’t offer much more than half-baked, but perhaps true agency exists only with the spirit and true pre-destination exists only with the temporal, or material world. As this world is the first combination of such, and our first experiences with that combining, then, perhaps, this explains our frustration at separating the two. I heard Nehru, first president of India, quoted as saying, “Life is like a game of cards. The hand you are dealt is determinism. The way you play it is free will.” I think that’s close to right.
Matter, it seems, is pre-destined. Every atom has a half-life that pre-determines its existence. Our bodies grow old, decay, and die with no choice on our part whatsoever. The law of entropy prevails over all matter. Even the universe is scheduled to die via heat-death and expansion, and all matter, according to inevitable half-life, decays into nothingness. But, that doesn’t mean our spirits are therefore without choice. We have the option of choosing our attitudes, and how we deal with these material inevitabilities while we are here.
Do we have pure, total freedom and liberty? No, just degrees, samplings thereof. But we have the choice to do as we will with what we have. I think our limited agency here is a trial run. How we handle it will be an indication of what we’d do with greater liberty in the Cosmos. Scripture is helpful. Consider the parables of the talents where those who use their gifts wisely are rewarded with greater amounts, and, similarly, those who are faithful in a few things are made rulers over many. (Luke 19: 11-27.) I think our agency here is an example of a talent, perhaps the most important talent besides life we’ll ever have.
This life is a trial run. God gives us sample amounts, as in the above-mentioned parable of the talents, and then calls us to account. Most people see talents as such things as an ability to sing, or hit a baseball. I won’t argue with those ideas, but I think we need to greatly broaden our definitions and perceptions of “talents”. How do we handle the talent of life? Of agency? Of procreation? Of family relationships? Of power? Of a good mind? Of wealth, or for the great majority of His children, of poverty? And, yes, we must see even that as a gift. (Easy for me to say; I enjoy the typically good American middle class lifestyle, and want, materially, for nothing, at least in comparison with the great majority of my brothers and sisters in this world.) But, Christ, getting from the Father the most bitter, gall-filled gift of all, the cup He had to drink in his final three days in mortality, said, “ . . . the cup which my Father hath given me to drink, shall I not drink it?” (John 18: 11.) And, I believe each of us receives a cup from the Father.
And each cup has, at least, a bit of gall in it. Notice Christ used the word “given”. These cups are, therefore, a gift, and if God gives us a gift, must we not accept it? And how we accept, or reject it, and what we do with it is an indication of how we’ll use the gift of agency God has granted us. But, there is no force. There never is any force, but there are always consequences for our actions. God makes the consequences clear, then lets us choose. So do good parents as they bring up their children. (Though as a parent, I have at times forcibly restrained my children, such as holding back a toddler who wanted to run out into traffic, but the restraints diminish as they grow. Same, on an eternal scale, I believe, with us.)
A good example of the balance between agency and God’s desires for us is found in the Old Testament story where Israel rejects the government system of judges that God had given them, and desires a king. This is also a rich source of counsel for those of us parenting children who make what we feel are wrong choices. 1 Sam. 8: 7: “And the LORD said unto Samuel, Hearken unto the voice of the people in all that they say unto thee; for they have not rejected thee, but they have rejected me, that I should not reign over them.” God doesn’t wave “his wand” and change them all into frogs or whatever for disobedience; He says that this is what they’ve chosen, and His servant, Samuel, is to go along with it.
God then tells them of the consequences of their choice, vs. 9 ibid: “Now therefore hearken unto their voice: howbeit yet protest solemnly unto them, and shew them the manner of the king that shall reign over them.” So He, and we, must warn disobedient children of the consequences of the choices they make. After the long list of how a king will exploit them via forced labor and taxes, He sums it up, vs. 18 ibid: “And ye shall cry out in that day because of your king which ye shall have chosen you; and the LORD will not hear you in that day.” In 19-20, the people refuse to consider these consequences, and persist in their desire to be like all other nations. (Like teenagers who say, “Everyone else is doing it”.) (Vs. 19-20.) Samuel reports this back to God, who says, vs. 22, “Hearken unto their voice, and make them a king.”
God has His way; we are given the agency to depart from it, but when we do, He warns us of the consequences, and basically says, “Don’t come crying to me when all these problems pop up. I’ve given you a better way, you’ve rejected it, I told you what the results will be, now you have the freedom to choose.” This is good parenting. But this isn’t all. God instructs Samuel to find the best king available in the land. If the children are going to go for #2 instead of #1, then at least get the best #2 available.
(1 Sam. 9: 2, 7.) Further, God figures He can at least get some good use out of Saul in that he will be able to lead His people against the Philistines. (15-16, ibid.) This is known as damage control; salvaging as much as you can from the train wreck. In this case, it took exceptional wisdom in the choosing of Saul, because he came from the least likely tribe to be governing Israel, and the least likely family in that tribe. (Vs. 20-21, ibid.)
Samuel, instead of turning his back on Saul because he is not God’s first choice, instructs him in the word of the Lord so, once again, Israel will get as good results as possible from an inferior choice. (Vs. 27, ibid.)
From there, God even changes Saul’s heart so he can qualify as a king over Israel. (1 Sam. 10: 9.) As this chapter is concluded, God again warns Israel that they have rejected Him, but He’s still working on their behalf with whatever is left for Him to work with. (vs. 17-19, ibid.) Their agency, inferior choice, and God’s continuing love and care for them are made clear. If we’re looking for an example of agency, consequences, good parenting over rebellious children, and the responsibility we as parents have to our children in these matters, I think this is one of the best scriptural accounts available. We ask, “What would Jesus do?” and in this account we find how He would parent a troublesome child, balancing agency, consequences, and continuing love.
Viktor Frankl (op cit) shows us what choices we have even in the worst of circumstances, in his case, the Auschwitz concentration camp: “The experiences of camp life show that man does have a choice of action. There were enough examples, often of a heroic nature, which proved that apathy could be overcome, irritability suppressed. Man can preserve a vestige of spiritual freedom, of independence of mind, even in such terrible conditions of psychic and physical stress . . . everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”
Yes, even in this worst of human situations, there were choices that could be made daily,choices that the Nazis couldn’t take from anyone: “ Every day, every hour, offered the opportunity to make a decision, a decision which determined whether you would or would not submit to those powers which threatened to rob you of your very self, your inner freedom; which determined whether or not you would become the plaything of circumstance, renouncing freedom and dignity to become molded into the form of the typical inmate.” (Pages 86-87.)
Howard Storm’s near death experience (“My Descent into Death”, pages 39-40) shows how sobering the reality can be of our pursuing our own wills in spite of dire consequences. Consider God’s attitude on war: “God hates war. God has no desire for you to use violence and destructive means to assert your will over one another. But God allows wars to happen when you are determined to be at war . . . There have been occasions when God has let you suffer the consequences of your desire for war. Every war is a lesson that war is undesirable, and that you need to learn better ways of achieving harmony with one another.”
As an amateur student of history, I’ve read from many sources how both sides were eager to march off to our Civil War, and World War 1, both of which were hellaciously bloody conflicts in the long run. How many spirits of the young men mowed down as by a weed eater at Antietam, Gettysburg, Ypres, The Somme and the Marne now in the spirit world have gone through an attitude change to grow to something greatly different than what they were in 1861 and 1914?
Storm goes on: “The two world wars of the twentieth century were not God’s will. Those wars were not inevitable or necessary. They happened not because God wanted them, but rather because (we) wanted them so intensely that (we) got what (we) wanted . . . there was a conscious desire by enough people wanting to dominate other people that God let (us) suffer the results of (our) desire.” He gives us this assurance: “God has ensured that every people who tried to assert control over another people has ultimately been defeated.” And yet, “ . . . you have a right to defend yourselves and come to the aid of the defenseless.” (Ibid.) Balance. Judgment. Wisdom. No one said it would be easy.
Agency is truly a universal principle, in place from our pre-existent beginnings, to our current mortal state, and on into the following spirit world where the departed spirits go when they die. From “Destiny of Souls: New Case Studies of Life Between Lives”, Michael Newton, Ph. D.: “In the spirit world we are not forced to reincarnate or participate in group projects. If souls want solitude they can have it. If they don’t want to advance in their assignments, this too is honored.” (Page 7.) “We have the right to self-determination, even with our death experience. Spiritual guides will honor poor decision-making.” (Page 55.)
Newton does explain how free will and destiny work together. We can’t escape the cumulative effects, or consequences, of lifetimes of bad choices, and we wouldn’t want to escape the rewards of lifetimes of good choices. He says, “People have the idea that free will and destiny are opposing forces. They do not realize that destiny represents the sum of our deeds over thousands of years in a multitude of incarnations. In all these lives we had freedom of choice. Our current life represents all past experiences both pleasant and unpleasant, and so we are the product of all our former choices.” (Page 371 op cit.) I’m going to bypass the reincarnation aspect for now, and deal with that later. I’ll have to admit to being of a mixed mind on the subject. (A later chapter brings a possible amalgam of reincarnation, creation, and evolution. It’s the best I can do with these conflicting ideologies at this point.)
There are many N.D.E.’s that go into agency. Here’s Joyce H. Brown’s take: “God permits us to make our own choices concerning our attitudes, actions, and especially reactions. God does not force us to do what is right during earth life, and we do not have the right to force someone else to do “right” or to make “right decisions”; earth life is a time to learn from choices.” (Brown, op cit, page 71.) Her near death experience, (ibid, page 69), taught her “that every choice I had made in attitude, thought, or action had an inescapable consequence, wanted or unwanted. I alone was responsible for what I had done with my life.”
This has major implications for our current political debates on such things as abortion, same sex marriage and the like. For these reasons my views are usually “liberal” on these subjects, but not for the current political reasons; I just have a rock-core attitude set that the agency of man is not to be interfered with, even if they choose to do wrong. Of course, if that wrong choice impinges on the life of another, say the choice to murder, then force must be used to stop them. Let’s take the example of abortion.
Abortion, for me, is a moral evil, and should never be practiced except to save the life of the mother when it is verifiably threatened, but politically, for the population in general, it is a truly sticky wicket as the British would phrase it. I think a compromise political solution would be to allow abortions in the first trimester, to allow them in and after the second trimester only if the mother’s life was definitely at risk, and make the ghastly procedure of partial birth abortion the equivalent of murder, or at least manslaughter, holding the doctor, mother and assistants guilty as accomplices. (Unless it could be demonstrated without a doubt that the mother would have died if giving birth, and there was no other option, such as Cesarean available.) If a woman can’t figure out in the first three months whether she wants the baby or not, her choice is pretty much past effecting just her, and there’s another potential life to consider.
Here, we get into the debate as to when a fetus is truly “alive”. Most religious people would agree that the spirit is what makes the flesh alive. “For as the body without the spirit is dead . . . “ James 2: 26. The question is, “Just when does the spirit enter the fetus?” Some religions hold that it is at the moment of conception, others say not until the moment of birth. To thoroughly confuse matters, Betty Eadie’s book of her near-death experience, “Embraced by the Light” tells us that the time of the spirit’s entering the fetus is pretty much left up to the spirit: “He chose to begin his mortal life at his body’s conception . . . I learned that spirits can choose to enter their mother’s body at any stage of her pregnancy.” (Page 95.)
Eadie’s insights are echoed in another book, “Memories of God and Creation” by Shakuntala Modi, M.D. Via the process of regressive hypnosis, Modi probed the subconscious minds of his patients to retrieve their memories of their lives before the mortal incarnation. As to when the spirit enters the fetus: “ . . . not all the souls go into the fetus at the same time. Very few souls enter at the time of conception. As the fetus develops, the soul may come in at almost any time. Some might come in during the first, second or third months, but the most popular month for entering the fetus is the fifth month.” It’s like a bell curve, with the fourth and fifth months being by far the most popular, though there are “tails” at both ends of it, with some spirits not coming into the body until after birth. (Page 121-122.)
Michael Newton who, like Modi, does regressive hypnosis states flatly, “I have never had a single case where a soul joined the fetus in the first trimester . . . there is not enough brain tissue for (the souls) to work with at this stage.” (“Destiny of Souls”, Michael Newton, page 382-383.)
I personally adopt these views on this; religions have no “Thus saith the Lord” to substantiate their viewpoints. Eadie’s near-death vision and Modi’s and Newton’s hypnosis research are as close as we can come to a definitive word from the eternal realms on this situation. Since we can’t know whether a fetus actually has a spirit animating it or not when planning an abortion, I would propose the above-mentioned political solution to the abortion question. It is a point of view that will satisfy neither extreme of the issue, but for me it is a compromise that makes middle of the road political sense, and, as mentioned earlier, I feel this “Golden mean” is where the truth lies, or, at least a workable policy. Now, all we have to do is get Congress to go along with the consensus of near death visions and past life regression hypnosis. Right.
My ultimate attitude is this: if a child of God needs to have the mortal experience, not all do, then it won’t be sent to a mother who would abort it. I personally don’t think any of God’s plans for any one of His children are cut short by abortion. What do we suppose? That God is in Heaven going, “Oh, darn, they had an abortion. I’d planned on that child being a prophet. Rats. Thwarted, again.” A man can’t cut short or divert the plans of God any more than he can stand in the middle of the Mississippi river, put out his hand, and stop its flow.
The act of abortion doesn’t so much destroy the possibilities and destinies of God’s spirit children as it seriously hampers the spiritual growth and development of the mother and those who do the operation. These are the ones who are truly hurt by the anti-life procedures of the abortion which must stem from an anti-life attitude, and which they must obtain, “kicking against the pricks” of conscience as described by the Apostle Paul, until they have hardened their heart against the basic thrust of the cosmos. (Acts 9: 5, 1 Tim. 4: 2.)
The Cosmos is pro-life, not in the political sense, but in the sense that “The universe humans as the rose bush blossoms.” (Alan Watts, philosopher and author of the 1950’s and ‘60’s. Can’t give an exact chapter and verse on that: I heard it in a series of lectures on “Faith and Reason” from the American Scholar series of college lectures with professor Kreeft.) Those doing abortions are anti-life, and as a consequence are 180 degrees out of synch with the direction of the Cosmos. It’s like going to college and studying Lamarckian theories of species development, then imagining you can get a prime job in a biology laboratory doing DNA work, or labors requiring a strong working knowledge of evolution. This ties in with that quote from Professor Nibley at the beginning of this chapter, that when we put ourselves at cross-purposes with the Cosmos, then all nature conspires to cross-check and frustrate us.
But, the Cosmos is also “pro-choice”, again, not in the current political sense, but as mentioned earlier in this chapter, there has to be an opposition in all things. Choices come to us because there are evil spirits countering the counsels of good spirits; the old cartoon picture about an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other whispering conflicting ideas isn’t far off the mark. Joyce Brown writes, (Op cit) “These darker spirits were unable to reach me when I chose positive, uplifting thoughts and activities – especially when I prayed, or read the Scriptures and pondered their spiritual messages! I had my freedom to choose what to think and what to do, and God was there to help me with my choices.” (Page 147.)
Don Brubaker’s near death experience shows how literally these principles are applied. “Visions of wealth appeared before my eyes, like a three-dimensional movie. Diamonds, money, cars, gold, beautiful women, everything. I was overwhelmed by the vision. I could almost touch it, it seemed so real . . .” he could clearly hear the words, “Enjoy, enjoy” in one ear and in the other, “Resist, resist.” He felt as if he was caught in a huge tug of war . . . one party to the battle was Satan . . . (who) did exist and was fighting for his soul.” As related in “The Eternal Journey”, Lundahl and Widdison, op cit, page 231.
Choice isn’t always black and white easy: “Should I rob a bank, or not?” “Should I cheat on my spouse, or not?” It can be a finally nuanced affair. As to the ultimate choice of whether to believe in and follow God: “We are, it would seem, always provided with sufficient materials out of which to fashion a life of credible conviction or dismissive denial. We are acted upon, in other words, by appeals to our personal values, our yearnings, our fears, our appetites, and our ego. What we choose to embrace, to be responsive to, is the purest reflection of who we are and what we love. That is why faith, the choice to believe, is in the final analysis an action that is positively laden with moral significance. Men and women are confronted with a world in which there are appealing arguments for God as a childish projection . . . But there is also compelling evidence that a glorious divinity presides over the cosmos, that God calls and anoints prophets, and that his word and will are made manifest through a sacred canon that is never definitively closed.” (Terryl L. Givens, “Lightning out of Heaven”, BYU Magazine, Summer 2006, pages 28-29.)
Choice, at least for major eternal life decisions, has to be fairly weighted. The determining factor isn’t the plethora of evidence on one side or the other, but our own inclinations, our own character makeup. That’s what tips our personal balance, and, embarrassingly, shows us what kind of people we are.
Now, why all this emphasis on agency or choice? My belief is that agency is the most important concept in the Cosmos, and that understanding it is vital to understanding God and what He’s doing. The proposed negation of agency is, to me, the “Original Sin.” Yes, I know, Eve, the snake and the apple have the time-honored title of “Original Sin”. I’m thinking in terms of chronology; the sin that came first in the Cosmos, before the earth was even formed, before Adam and Eve ever strolled through their garden. I know of no other scriptural source or any source for this save the L.D.S. version in their sacred book, “The Pearl of Great Price”, so I’ll quote it. (Page 9): “And I, the Lord God, spake unto Moses, saying: That Satan . . . came before me saying – Behold, here am I, send me, I will be thy son, and I will redeem all mankind, that one soul shall not be lost . . . wherefore give me thine honor . . . Wherefore, because that Satan rebelled against me, and sought to destroy the agency of man, which I, the Lord God had given him . . . I caused that he should be cast down; and he became Satan, yea, even the devil, the father of all lies . . . “
Note the strong arguments here on Satan’s behalf: his idea was to save all men, and none should be lost. In the current plan, which won out in this pre-mortal debate, there are those who will be lost by virtue of the choices they make using their agency, which Satan would have taken from us. Satan’s plan meant that we would come to earth, and in lockstep, like automatons and zombies, march through life, doing the same deeds, jumping through the same hoops, going through the same motions, and then all would have been processed, like a ride at Disneyland, back to the eternal realms, where Satan, now with the honor of God, would have presided.
Most conclusions on agency are that it is the liberty to choose. Yes, it is that; but, I think it’s so much more. Let’s add that it is the key to open-ended spiritual development, and that it is the means by which our individuality or personality may be preserved before the Lord. In other words, the person or individual that we are, perfected to be sure, and cleansed from sin and transgression through the atonement of Jesus Christ, is able to dwell in the presence of the God of the universe, and have even friendly relations with Him.
So, agency is three (at least) things; liberty to choose, a key for the open-ended development of the spirit, and a guarantee of preservation of a righteous personhood. I want to work a bit with the idea of open-ended spiritual development. When we reached a point that could be labeled “sentience”, we were asked by God if we wanted to grow, be “added upon”, develop, even to the point of the Asker of these questions. We said “yes”, and were given the key of agency which opened up for us an unlimited future; or, the only limits being the ones we might place on it through our own volition. We rejoiced and celebrated at the bestowal of this great gift.
Now, consider the play, “Faust”, by Goethe. In it, Faust, rich, bored, educated to the limits of his society, is approached by Mephistopheles. (Lucifer.) Faust wants to die; he sees no reason to keep living. Lucifer makes a deal: If he can show Faust something for which Faust would say, “Life has meaning, it has worth”, then would his soul belong to Lucifer? Faust agrees. He’s shown an emperor over a vast empire; he’s rich, powerful. Faust says, no, boring, dead-end. He’s shown a wealthy merchant with lands and ships doing trade. Ho-hum says Faust. He’s shown a Muslim with a harem and all these beautiful women; boring says Faust. Then he’s shown a young couple with their own land. They have the freedom to do with their land as they please, to develop it, to develop themselves and grow and learn in any direction they choose, to bring a family into this, and engage in their development. Faust says Yes! That freedom, that open-ended, limitless expansion of the soul and the intellect with the partner of one’s choosing. Yes, that’s the ultimate gift, the ultimate, non-boring, eternally challenging role for the spirit of man! Yes, he’ll take that. “Tough” says Lucifer, and grabs his soul.
We ought to see the irony in that; the minute Faust appreciates his agency and potential, he loses it all to Lucifer.
Benjamin Constant, a British philosopher of the 19th century combined those same ideas of freedom and development in these thoughts: “I bear witness to the better part of our nature, that noble disquiet which pursues and torments us, that desire to broaden our knowledge and develop our faculties. It is not to happiness alone, it is to self-development that our destiny calls us; and political liberty is the most powerful, the most effective means of self-development that heaven has given us.” (“The Pursuit of Happiness”, Darrin M. McMahon, page 343.) Thank you, Mr. Constant; that is my book in a nutshell.
But, that’s the point of agency; are you bored? Dead end? Not unless you’ve sinned greatly and there’s no righteous option left for you. We have been given the gift of open-ended spiritual development. If you currently see yourself as “stuck”, dead-end, bored; re-examine your life. In what directions may you strike out in new development? Include skills, crafts, education. What great books have you not yet read? There are so many, I doubt any of us have read even 1% of them. And there is much to be said for the hobby that doesn’t take over too much of our lives. Painting? Sewing? Writing? Surely there is something. Life is worth living, but we have to pursue it and experiment (with rightful things).
The gifts of God to us are life, and the key to develop it up to and including parity with Him. But He will hold us accountable for what we have done and are doing with this life. He may offer you a few suggestions and help, but largely, your life is yours to work with.
As I said earlier, I have a rock-core attitude that agency is paramount sacred in our Cosmic life. My personal feelings on this are that I would rather fail as myself than succeed as some programmed automaton. True, I may not inherit the Celestial realms, but what I do gain will be what I gained with grace coupled with my own true self, my own individual personality, and not some factory-cloned ideal of the perfect human.
From what I read, it seems God feels the same way. From Howard Storm’s near death experience, “My Descent into Death”, is written, “God doesn’t control or dictate the outcome of every event, which would be a violation of God’s creation. This is because every bit of energy and matter has its own integrity and course to fulfill. Every living creature has its own will that must be expressed.” (Op cit, Page 38.)
But, not all share this attitude, even though they are currently in the realms of agency and choice. There are many who would force their ideas of religion, or irreligion, on others at sword point. The attitude of coercion isn’t limited to those professing religion. Many have been the bloody excesses by those of atheistic persuasion in Communist lands during the 20th century against those who believed in God. Coercion and denial of agency at least to other groups that don’t share the same beliefs, is a human problem, not a problem limited to religion. It is one of our major shortcomings, and is manifested even in parents who can’t let children express their agency. (Which, as a parent, I must admit has to be handled carefully; there are some things you just can’t let your children do, especially when they’re young. I’ve found parenting to be a constant backing away, of letting your children do things today that were forbidden yesterday. For example; I won’t let my 13-year old drive the car; in a couple years, he’ll be able to drive it with me sitting beside him, then, in another year, alone. I think God operates the same way with us. Knowing when to clamp down, when to let up and let go; these are the skills that make for good parents.)
Hitler claimed all history was the struggle of the races for dominance. Marx claimed all history was the struggle of economic classes. They were both wrong; all history is based on the struggle of agency vs. coercion. This fight originated in the pre-mortal existence as we’ve seen above; it continues here on earth. The Greeks fought the Persians for the freedom to maintain their way of life vs. Persian despotism in the Persian wars, as chronicled by Herodotus. Iranians, descendants of the Persians today would fight that same battle, trying to take freedom from the West. Numerous have been the conflicts between the forces of freedom and coercion; World War 2 vs. Hitler a prime example, our Cold War vs. Soviet dictatorship, and now our war against Islamo-fascism, which would impose sharia law on the world, a law which, as practiced in Afghanistan by the Taliban, wouldn’t even allow men to shave beards, people to have song birds like canaries, and we all know the extreme prohibitions they placed on women. Women weren’t allowed to go to zoos, for hell’s sake.
But, let’s not say the problem of freedom vs. coercion is a purely religious situation. The problem is not religion or not; the problem is force and coercion. I don’t think Lucifer’s highest priority is whether we’re religious or not; it’s probably on his “top ten list”, but I think his first desire is to rob us of our agency. Those who seek to do that, whether religious or atheist, are, unwittingly, I hope, following Satan’s plan. This is the ultimate battle; all else is diversionary.
One of the best visions of these particular events was that of Mosiah Lyman Hancock, in an unpublished record of a type of near-death experience, or vision, in which he was shown these pre-mortal existence debates. (Duane S. Crowther, “Life Everlasting”, pages 93-100.) At some milestone in our spiritual education, it was decided that we were ready for the mortal experience. “All at once there was a gathering of these spirits and the voice of The Great Eternal (for that is what we called God there) spoke: ‘Oh, ye my children, We have an earth prepared for you, on which you can dwell and have a chance to come up, thru obeying our Heavenly laws.’” The Great Eternal asks for a volunteer to “ . . . go down and set an example of humility and faithfulness to these my children, that they may be brought, thru obedience to our laws, back into our presence . . .” Two volunteer: One who says, “Father, I will go down and set a pattern of humility and patience that your children, thru my example, may be brought back again”, with the glory to go to the Father. The second, who had the appearance of “a very high military officer”, said, “I will go down to yonder earth and surely I will bring all your children back to you so none of them shall be lost.” But, in accomplishing a 100% redemption rate, he also wanted God’s honor and glory, as mentioned above.
Ironically, Satan who tried to destroy choice and agency became an unwitting facilitator of agency. It is he who provides us with an alternative to the commands, counsel, wisdom and love of God. Just like we can always use Hitler as the ultimate bad example, so God is able to use Lucifer for His ends. Professor Nibley writes, “The contrast and choice between the Way of Light and the Way of Darkness is made possible by Satan’s presence upon the earth . . . The concept of this world as a double sphere of light and darkness, good and evil, war and peace, meets us in the earliest meaningful human documents, the prehistoric palette seals . . . reliefs on temples, and designs on clay vessels.” The purpose of these two conflicting ways is: “If God had not given men a double inclination to both good and bad, he (man) would have been incapable either of virtue or of vice; but as it is he is endowed with a capacity for both.” (“Nibley on the Timely and the Timeless”, page 35.)
I wondered for a while why Lucifer didn’t just quit tempting people. That would be the end of God’s plan of growth by choice for us; no choice, no agency. No agency, no growth. No agency and God’s work comes to a screeching halt. I came to the conclusion that Lucifer has no agency; because he sought to destroy the agency of man, he lost his, and has no choice but to tempt us and thereby provide us with choice. How ironic! Trying to pull the wool over God’s eyes is like playing poker . . . not that God plays poker . . . with someone who knows where every card is in the deck, what cards you have in your hand, what cards you’re going to discard and draw, and same for His hand. Further, He can change the cards at will; the Queen of Hearts you thought you had turns into a three of clubs. Imagine playing poker with someone like that and thinking, “I can beat this guy!” God’s ultimate triumph over Lucifer is a done deal; as soon as Lucifer has served his purpose of giving us choice and letting us prove ourselves, he’ll be bound and we’ll have the peace we need to consolidate and enjoy our eternal lives. I will be more surprised if things don’t turn out this way than if the sun didn’t rise tomorrow.
From there, we must take into account that the existence of evil is, indeed, part of God’s plan for us. Dennis Prager (op cit) writes, “The God of biblical monotheism allows people to commit evil. God permitted the Nazis to murder six million Jews because it is a fundamental tenet of Judaism that God gives people moral freedom . . . that may leave us emotionally unsatisfied, but the only alternative is that God would prevent any bad act from ever taking place. Would we really want to live in a world where people had no moral freedom?” (Dennis Prager, “Think a Second Time”, page 242.) He goes on to poignantly ask, (ibid): “Is being a good automaton preferable to being a free human being? Would we rather be loved by freely choosing people or by love-robots?”
The ultimate use of our agency is to choose to love God. Howard Storm treats the subject thus in “My Descent into Death”, pages 78-79: “You have been given the greatest gift God gives to his people. The ability to accept God’s love or refuse it is the greatest freedom and attribute God gives to any person. God will not force love on anyone. True love has to be freely given and freely received. Love has no strings attached . . . God will not demand your love. That defeats the very nature of love. Love must be a choice. You cannot scare people into loving. That is not love, it is submission. God doesn’t want slaves. God wants people to freely choose love.”
In what amounts to a vote, Lucifer’s plan was rejected 2/3rds to 1/3, but that wasn’t good enough for him; he went about Heaven campaigning for his viewpoint until it got to the level of serious argument from which battle lines were drawn. The “War in Heaven” as scripture calls it was fairly well matched as another 1/3rd of God’s children chose to be neutral. The result was that Lucifer, as the scriptures avouch, (Rev. 12: 4-9) was cast out of Heaven with his followers.
Hancock reports that even in pre-existent Heaven, free choice reigned. Obviously, it did with Lucifer and his 1/3rd, but it continued with us. In classroom situations as we prepared to come to earth, we’d be asked, “’Will you obey the Gospel of Jesus Christ, when you go to that earth?’ Some would answer, ‘yes’, but not all . . . Sometimes the question would be asked of a male, ‘Will you obey that higher law?’ and he would answer, ‘I wish to enjoy myself with the females.’ Sometimes when the question would be asked of a female, she would reply, ‘I wish to enjoy myself with the males.’” (op cit, page 97.) (One assumes that “higher law” is marital fidelity, only upon which eternal marriage relationships can be built.) Certainly we see the playing out of those choices now, and the family disruption and unhappiness it brings, an instability and confusion that could never do in eternal realms and circumstances.
In areas besides marriage partnerships choice also reigned. In classroom situations, “I saw there that those who were proficient in their classes were advanced more rapidly until they became most perfect in those heavenly teachings, but some males, even there in Heaven would neglect their females and their classes and not meet with them. They would go off, arm in arm, as men now go, not having any desire for their duties. I never saw a female leave her place in the class assigned her by the Heavenly powers.” (ibid 97.)
I realize these things are not from canonized scripture, but I believe these contingencies have been provided for in the scriptural canon. In the book of Joel, chapter 2, vs. 28, he prophesies of the last days: “And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions.” My feeling is that the plethora of near-death experiences and other sources we increasingly have available to us are an indication that perhaps that prophecy is being fulfilled. It behooves us to be open to the voice of God from whatever legitimate source it comes. Revelation is not a closed book.
Agency can be summed up in the poem circulating Boston in the early 19th century, “Know This, That Every Soul Is Free”. I quote it here in its entirety, the author is anonymous.
Know this, that every soul is free, to choose his life and what he’ll be
For this eternal truth is giv’n: That God will force no man to heav’n.
He’ll call, persuade, direct aright, and bless with wisdom, love, and light,
In nameless ways be good and kind, but never force the human mind.
Freedom and reason make us men, take these away, what are we then?
Mere animals, and just as well the beasts may think of heav’n or hell.
May we no more our pow’rs abuse, but ways of truth and goodness choose;
Our God is pleased when we improve His grace and seek his perfect love.
My feelings are that agency covers not just choice, but our entire personalities. What is your personality like? Sober? Serious? A weird streak of humor? Outgoing? Introverted? Intelligent? Introspective? Gregarious? Loner? There are many descriptions and degrees of each quality. The point is, you are who you are, and God not only will not interfere with your agency, He won’t change who and what you are. God respects, indeed demands that you be you, albeit the best “you” you can be.
Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote penetratingly and wisely on the importance of being an individual. These quotes are from his essay on “Self Reliance”: "To believe your own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men - that is genius . . . In every work of genius we recognize our own reflected thoughts; they come back to us with a certain alienated majesty."
"There is a time in every man's education when he arrives at the conviction that envy is ignorance; that imitation is suicide . . . though the wide universe is full of good, no kernel of nourishing corn can come to him but through his toil bestowed on that plot of ground which is given to him to till."
(Consider this in the light of today’s “me-too, bandwagon approach” to TV programming . . . well, movies, too. Well, virtually any successful corporate endeavor.)
"Trust thyself . . . accept the place the divine providence has found for you, the society of your contemporaries, the connection of events . . . The virtue in most request is conformity. Self-reliance is its aversion. It loves not realities and creators, but names and customs. Whoso would be a man, must be a nonconformist . . . Insist on yourself; never imitate. Your own gift you can present every moment with the cumulative force of a whole life's cultivation; but of the adopted talent of another you have only an extemporaneous half possession. That which each can do best, none but his Maker can teach him."
"The other terror that scares us from self-trust is our consistency; a reverence for our past act or word because the eyes of others have no other data for computing our orbit than our past acts, and we are loath to disappoint them . . . why drag about this corpse of memory, lest you contradict somewhat you have stated in this or that public place? (Politicians and political commentators, take note!) Suppose you should contradict yourself; what then? . . . A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines . . . the voyage of the best ship is a zigzag line of a hundred tacks. See the line from a sufficient distance, and it straightens itself to the average
tendency." (In Emerson's time, ships sailed with the wind, and if the wind was against them, they had to sail back and forth at angles to the wind, tacking, to get where they were going.)
Though the writings of Emerson strike all kinds of responsive chords in my soul, I still have to temporize: We are standing on the shoulders of giants. There’s no sense jumping off their shoulders, then complaining we can’t see the view. There’s no need to re-invent the wheel. When do we think in the box? When out? There’s a time and a place for both. When is the time for which? He who can deal with those problems is the man that will solve the world’s problems. But that’s not a discussion for here.
God, like Emerson, doesn’t want you being some poor carbon copy of someone else, though Jesus Christ is a role model for us in how we should behave and conduct our lives. But, we can be Christ-like and still maintain our personalities. Consider His twelve apostles in the New Testament; there was Peter who was impulsive, doubting Thomas, Nathaniel, in whom there was no guile, John, the Apostle of love; some were fishermen, one was a tax collector, one a tent-maker; each were definitely different individuals, each followed Christ closely enough to be considered as one with Him, and His immediate successors. They didn’t lose their personality or humanity, only weak and evil tendencies.
Howard Storm’s near death experience gave him an insight into God’s respect for our individuality. When we leave mortality, escorting angels appear. “They will take you from the reality of this physical universe and transport you to a new reality where you get your first introduction to the wonder and power of God. There are as many entry points into heaven as there are individuals. Each person is escorted toward heaven according to his or her life, culture, and spiritual level. One person may be in a beautiful field, another may be in a magnificent castle, another in a setting similar to their grandparents’ home. God and the angels, for the specific comfort and beginning edification of that person, individually create each setting. It is difficult for us to understand and believe how much God cares about and respects our individuality.” (“My Descent into Death”, Pages 51-2.)
Brigham Young, the Mormon prophet spoke of the sacredness of our individuality in relation to God thus: “The greatest gift that God can bestow upon the children of men is the gift of eternal life; that is, to give mankind power to preserve their identity – to preserve themselves before the Lord.” (“Journal of Discourses” 6:333.)
As to bad, or evil traits and personality manifestations: He will help you change them for good, if you truly desire, and come to Him for help, but the original person will still be there. Nothing wrong with basic ambition, for example, but if that ambition leads one to dishonesty, and to stepping on others to get ahead in life, as one desires, and only as one desires, God would help one channel that ambition for good and control it when temptations to use it for evil arise.
Betty Eadie illustrates it thus: “We were given agency to act for ourselves here. Our own actions determine the course of our lives, and we can alter or redirect our lives at any time . . . God made the promise that he wouldn’t intervene in our lives unless we asked him. And then through his omniscient knowledge he would help us attain our righteous desires.” (“Embraced by the Light”, page 49.)
As I go back over these quotes on God’s gift of agency to us, I see the verb “won’t” in virtually every application, as in “God won’t interfere with our agency.” I never see the verb “can’t”. A small word; a big difference. Many use the argument that if God can’t do something, then He isn’t all powerful, therefore He is a myth. With agency it’s not that He can’t; it’s that He won’t. By His own volition He made a covenant with us that He would hold our agency, a gift from Him in any event, sacred and inviolate. The debate isn’t whether He has the power; He does, for He is omnipotent. The realization must be made on our part that He uses His powers wisely, with restraint, for our own growth and development towards our ultimate good.
I heard an argument for atheism recently based on the simple logic that if God was infinitely powerful, omnipotent, then there would be no room for evil, but, since there is evil, God can’t be infinitely powerful and therefore there is no God. Well, that is a simple, clever little logical trick, but the thinking is shallower than my mud puddle. Consider the United States, Russia, or China of the cold war era. Did we not have enough nuclear weapons to destroy the planet several times over? And did we? Thank God, no. But the absence of a burnt-out irradiated earth is not proof of our lack of power any more than the presence of evil is proof of an absence of God. God has all power, but the reason that He is God is that He knows when to use His power and when to hold back. For the purposes of our growth and development, He restrains His power to destroy evil. He has bigger fish to fry.
Let us compare God to a gardener. A good gardener knows his seeds, when and where to plant them, and what special fixtures they need. Spinach can be sown in early spring in cold, boggy soil well amended with manure. If one sows his peas there, the crop will be all leaves and stems and no peas. If one sows tomatoes, they’ll die. As the spinach grows, it needs no staking or strings to climb upon as do tomatoes and beans. We come to God as a seed with basic yet infinite variations on our needs. Each seed is an individual plant, with its own special and peculiar set of requirements for optimum growth and fruit production.
As I wrote above about God not taking the ambition from an ambitious soul, but helping that soul channel that force for good, one could compare that to pruning of a fast growing plant. If a plant such as grapes is left un-pruned, it will waste too much energy in making leaves, stems and vines and will have little left over for grapes, its ultimate purpose. Grapes have to be pruned annually and severely. I’ve known individuals with boisterous, outrageous, outgoing personalities, which constantly got them into trouble. Their native impulsiveness had to be pruned back often. But, as they matured, they became fine and responsible people.
Howard Storm phrases it much the same: “You plant the seed, you water it, you prune the plant, you tend it, but it has a life of its own. Anyone who gardens knows that the more in tune you are in allowing the thing to be what it can become, rather than forcing it, the more effective you are in helping it develop to its full potential.” (op cit, 70.)
One of the great secrets of the Cosmos, is that the whole Cosmos is an apparent contradictory mix of same and different. This is no contradiction: as humans, we are all the same, and we are all different. The “same” part of the Cosmos is equality; God is fair, and treats His children fairly. The “different” part of the Cosmos, as alluded to above in consideration of our individuality must be carefully mixed in with the “same” part so both can be preserved.
An understanding of the principle of equality needs to be discussed here. Many misunderstand it. Will we all be equal in the Cosmos? Yes. Will we all be different? Yes. How can that be? The principle of equality is best applied in the overall general. For example: all in the Cosmos will have access to any learning facility they need to develop their talents. If one chooses to learn how to express the beauties of nature via art, and another chooses to learn how to form a planet from the physical forces of the universe, are they unequal? No: both have their personality needs met, even if they are different.
Another vision of equality pictures the United States, for example, as a great “melting pot” where all peoples and cultures come together in a great mix, and wind up as one big homogenous melting together. Phooey. I see America rather as a stew. In a good stew (I love a good stew), you can easily recognize the individual pieces; the meat, potatoes, carrots, onions, maybe celery, all swimming in a rich, thick gravy. Each piece has contributed some of its flavor to the whole, and each piece has picked up some of the flavor of the surrounding mix, but each piece has retained the greater portion of its individuality. Are they equal? Well, they’re all “stew”, yet they’re still individuals; you can tell the carrots from the meat, the potatoes from the onions. (And, if you’re like my wife, pick out the meat, but that’s another issue.) I think this is how equality is approached in the Cosmos. If we’re going to celebrate diversity, then let’s be sure we have a diversity to celebrate.
(And now, let me pass on a favorite family recipe for stew. What is a recipe for stew doing in a book on God, the Cosmos, and our human part in it? But if I didn’t pass this on to you, I’d feel I’d short-changed you, so here we go: assemble your usual ingredients, beef chunks, potatoes, carrots, seasonings and whatever and here’s the secret: throw in a can of condensed cream of mushroom soup, and a can of condensed tomato soup. Don’t add water. Stir all ingredients well and simmer in a crockpot until the meat and potatoes are tender. The two soups mix and form a rich, golden-brown gravy. In fact, we call it “Golden Gravy Stew”, and it’s been a family favorite for decades. There you have it: a recipe for stew in a book about humanity in the Cosmos. Whooda thunkit?)
But let us first put this into context. Inequality exists in the Cosmos not because God has forced it on us, but because of the choices we make, and the resultant consequences. Many near-death experiences tell of greater glories and happier kingdoms to which the traveler cannot presently go. It’s a matter of an increasing maturity and readiness, then the way will be opened. God is the God of all life, including those lives that choose evil. They’re given their choice, but as they’d be a corrupting and polluting influence on the younger spirits coming along, they must be thrown out and then contained.
Consider it in this light: supposing you’re one of the parents in a family of 10 children. Most of your kids are pretty good, but there are a couple that have decided to drop out of school, get into drugs, child pornography, petty theft and are abusive, and worse, influential, on their younger siblings. Are you going to allow them to stay in the home and ruin more of your offspring? With great sorrow in your heart, you have to remove these grossly disobedient elements from the family circle. You can’t have them spoiling the whole lot. It is a hard, tough-love parental choice and action, but for the sake of the good part of the family, what is left of it, it must be done. Multiply that by virtually infinity, and you have the situation God was in as described in Revelations 12: 7-9. And no, God won’t just wave His “magic wand” and change all the evil spirits to good: as stated in abundance above, He won’t fool with our agency, personality, and choice, but He has to take action, after warning us, when we use our agency wrongly.
All life is eternal and can’t be destroyed without its permission, so that life which is hostile and corrupting to other life around it, especially innocent life, must be removed to a place of its own where it can have the darkness and grossness it seems to desire. And it must be bound in so it can’t escape and come back to corrupt the better part of the cosmos. We’d like to think evil doesn’t exist in heaven . . . and it doesn’t; however there is a place in the Cosmos for those who choose it, so, obviously, heaven doesn’t include, geographically, the entire Cosmos.
Betty Eadie’s experience included a look at a group of angels called “Warring Angels”. (“Embraced by the Light”, pages 90-1): “It was shown to me that their purpose is to do battle for us against Satan and his angels . . . there are times when the Warring Angels are necessary to protect us . . . they are giant men, very muscularly built, with a wonderful countenance about them . . . They were actually dressed like warriors, in head dress and armor, and I saw that they moved more swiftly than other angels . . . As they suddenly rushed off on some mission, I was moved by their looks of concern . . . “ She got impressions of the great confidence and dedication of these angels in their fight against evil; a fight we must take literally, else why the armor and the apparent superb physical conditioning? And note their suddenly rushing off, their looks of concern. There is serious stuff going on in the Cosmos of which we’ll all eventually take our part. We need to be prepared and not naive. (I’d like to drop a few of those old boys into the Taliban / Al Qaeda sections of Afghanistan and Pakistan, wouldn’t you? But, I digress.)
Maybe these angels are going after galactic pirates. Yes, we’re on the fringes, here. But ancient records deal with the concept of the great storehouses and treasures in the Heavens; not as in gold and jewels like “Pirates of the Caribbean”, but in the things that are taken to planets to make them habitable such as plants and animals. Lucifer, incapable of creation, can only steal those things intended for the creations of God, and use them for his own habitations. “The devil and his hosts claim the Treasure for their own and attempt to pirate the treasure-ships that cruise between the worlds, and use the loot in the outfitting of their own dark worlds.” (“Nibley on the Timely and the Timeless”, page 53.) Nibley, in his notes (69), cites several sources and archaic references to inter-galactic pirating, for example: “When God sent forth a ship of light 'laden with the riches of the Living’, Satan and his pirate crew coming ‘I know not from where’ seized ‘the treasure of the Mighty One’ and ‘distributed it among their worlds’ until they were forced to give it up.” Our friends in the Navy SEALS need to keep their training up to date. There will be places for them in the Cosmos.
The cosmos is like a city with upscale, well-to-do neighborhoods, and neighborhoods where people have sense enough to not visit. As Christ said, “In my Father’s house are many mansions” (John 14: 2). In our distorted Plato’s Cave of the eternities, this mortal world, many in the poor parts of town haven’t much choice as to living there. Of course, the main reason is economics, but some are in bad economic conditions because of poor life choices, such as drugs, gambling, or ignoring education, and some have insurmountable health problems, both mental and physical. Some just had bad luck; perhaps they were laid off from a productive job, and haven’t gotten their careers back together. There are women who have been abandoned by worthless males, and must struggle to raise a child or children while also providing for their family. There are many reasons, not all of them the fault of the person living in the poorer parts of town. I won’t go into all the sociological detail. In the Cosmos, where we wind up living is a matter of the results of our actions based on choice. (This is not to say that the poor are going to hell: not by any means. This is just a metaphor, and shouldn’t be taken any farther than intended.)
To sum up, then, on agency, Howard Storm details it thus in his book (op cit), page 38: “God doesn’t control or dictate the outcome of every event, which would be a violation of God’s creation. This is because every bit of energy and matter has its own integrity and course to fulfill. Every living creature has its own will that must be expressed. Each conscious being has its own learning to be experienced . . . every action serves God’s purpose by fulfilling its nature, including the total range of activity from negative to positive. The outcome will always serve God’s ultimate purpose, no matter how long or how impossible it appears to us.”
But, the bottom line: the choice is stark; literally, night and day, happiness or misery, and, oddly, there are many who choose dark and miserable. Fully 1/3rd of the children of God in Heaven have already made this strange, to us, choice. The Book of Revelations in the Bible details the conflict: “And his tail drew the third part of the stars of heaven, and did cast them to the earth . . . And there was war in heaven: Michael and his angels fought against the dragon; and the dragon fought and his angels, and prevailed not; neither was their place found any more in heaven. And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him.” (Chapter 12: 4-9.)
And there was WHAT?? In Heaven? War? And fighting? And a third of God’s children were thrown out? This is heaven? So much for warm and fuzzy. So much for sitting on a cloud and playing a harp. So much for eternally singing praises in some celestial choir. Yes, it seems there’s a lot more blood and guts reality to the upper realms than religious mythology has given us. Near death experiences offer us great glimpses into these immortal realms, and that is where we’re going to go now, to get a realistic picture of the eternal cosmos from which we sprang, and to which we’re going to find a place for the rest of our infinite lives. But first, to learn about the nature of Heaven, let’s examine the nature of its creator, God.
“In the beginning . . . “ so are the famous first three words of the Holy Bible. What are our true beginnings? Where does all this start, and does God Himself have a beginning? This is difficult; to give an idea of what we’re dealing with, there’s the famous story of Bertrand Russell. He confronted a lady who insisted that the universe rested on the back of a giant turtle. “And what does that turtle stand on?” queried Russell. “It’s no use, sonny” responded the woman; “It’s turtles all the way down.” (As related by Timothy Ferris, “The Whole Shebang”, page 263.) I won’t be able to get this to the bottom turtle if such exists. I might be able to bring it down a couple turtles, however. At least enough to give us a better handle on what we truly are, and our resultant destiny.
“In the beginning . . . “ But is it really our initial, original beginning? Every life has beginnings aplenty. We begin fifth grade after a summer off from school and the completion of fourth grade. But it certainly isn't the beginning of our education. We begin our married life after we’ve grown, left home and taken a spouse. Many assume that because the bible says “In the beginning”, then that is the beginning of everything, at least as far as we’re concerned. It is not; it is only the beginning of this mortal phase of our eternal existence. This mortal existence, or as Solzhenitsyn put it, our earthly existence, is what the Genesis “In the beginning” refers to.
Obviously, God existed before that beginning. So did we. Though not a generally accepted religious doctrine at this point, a pre-mortal existence in a spirit form is well established by near-death experience reports, and even Socrates himself, on his deathbed, referred to it. In “The Phaedo”, Socrates reasons for a pre-mortal existence thus: “Then we must have acquired the knowledge of equality at some previous time . . . That is to say, before we were born . . .” He concludes, talking to Simmias, “ . . . our souls must also have existed without bodies before they were in the form of man, and must have had intelligence.” (“Five Great Dialogues”, Plato. Pages 108-9.) The idea of “anamnesis” existed with the ancient Greeks. It’s definition is, “a calling to mind . . . recollection, especially of a previous existence.” Somewhere, for some reason in the early Christian church, the idea of a pre-mortal existence was abandoned.
In a poem that has become almost an L.D.S. cliché, William Wordsworth expresses this pre-mortal existence idea with these lines. (“Ode: Intimations of Immortality”, William Wordsworth, “The Norton Anthology of English Literature”, page 1430.)
“Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,
Hath had elsewhere its setting,
And cometh from afar:
Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home . . . “
“I seemed to be drawing near to a great mass of light. I felt to understand I was seeing the light of intelligence. I was drawn nearer and saw that the great mass was made up of small seemingly encapsulated individual entities of light that had movement as if teeming with life . . . Now I could see it was not in the least degree unlovely, but was without definite form . . . Though clustered in the reaches of space, intelligence was individual entity.”
Thus begins a remarkable vision of the earliest pre-mortal existent condition of man that we have record of. (Duane Crowther, “Life Everlasting”, pages 91-92.) There is much speculation that our life form was originally pure energy. Couple that with Max Planck’s theory that the smallest possible theoretical unit of anything could be called a “quanta”, and one wonders if life begins as a quanta. (The person reporting this scene didn’t identify them as such; that’s my speculation on the matter. She identified them as “intelligences”.)
The vision continues as she asks, “What determined whether each intelligence ultimately became a lesser form of life such as a spider, or a son or daughter of God?” “I heard a group of intelligences being asked if they wished to be magnified, added upon. A large portion immediately seemed to follow in response. I followed and was shown that they were schooled in a series of classroom type situations. Some seemed to filter out after just one or two classes, seemingly satisfied with the amount of knowledge and preparation they had received to take life forms. Others seemed desirous of greater knowledge and magnification to a degree that they might take upon themselves higher life forms . . . some were satisfied with less knowledge and instruction and personal achievement than others.”
I would guess it is this schooling which plants information in the spirit form of life they take that we later recognize as "instinct", or the natural knowledge pertaining to species that every life form is born, hatched, budded off or sprouted with as it progresses to this mortal stage, our first acquaintance with matter. “All seemed to choose by their own volition at what point they were ready to assume or be embodied with spirit tabernacles.” (Note again the operating principle of agency, as discussed in the previous chapter.) “ . . . In every stage of our existence, our agency is never trifled with, nor are we coerced at any stage.”
This idea of each life form being able to choose where it “gets off the bus” is an important concept, and I ask the reader to keep it in mind as it will come up quite a few more times as this book unwinds. In “The Message”, the near-death experience of Lance Richardson, he communes with the plants and flowers of the spirit realms. As he touches the petals and foliage, he feels a surge within him. “We, too, are creations of God. We have sought with diligence to create beauty and splendor of celestial magnitude. Have we done so? Have we filled your heart with joy in seeing us? Have we not fulfilled the measure of our creation?” (Page 68.) He is further instructed by the Spirit of God, “These are all my creations, as are you. They each have a spirit, as do you, yet theirs are different from those of mankind. They are completely content as plant life, as are my animals. The purpose of their creation is different from your creation. And as they fulfill that measure of their creation, they receive a fullness of joy.” (Ibid.)
Each intelligence, at each stage of its growth and development is perfectly free to remain at that level, or go on. Freedom of choice is as vital to the process as is the God who initiates it and shepherds us through these various levels until we arrive at the point where we are worthy to be created in His image, if we choose to go that far. The life form we wind up with; paramecium, cricket, marigold, palm tree, goldfish, horse, dolphin, elephant or human depends on just how far we want to go. Many are content with minimal advancement, hence the plethora of ants in your cupboards. In a later chapter, we’ll get into evolution, but, I can’t help but marvel at how this process mimics the chain of evolution from lower to higher life form, and how each of us has gone through it, albeit in a spirit / intelligence pre-existence.
The key here is the voice of God asking us the question at all stages of our progress, "Is this what you want?" We aren't through hearing that question. Near death records of suicide attempters report they are asked, as they experience the gross unhappiness of their choice, "Is this what you really want?" (See Angie Fenimore’s “Beyond the Darkness”, page 111.) I believe on Judgment Day that question will also be asked, and our final niche in the Cosmos will be that which we choose, which will be that with which we are the most comfortable, that with which we will feel the most at home, among friends and peers, or, as a cautionary note, among the miserable, who, as the proverb goes, love company.
Since you’re reading this and your dog is just lying at your feet waiting for you to throw a ball for him, we may assume you said “yes” at every stage along the way to both the advancement and the consequent schooling until you had gone all the way to being eligible to be created in the image of God Himself. Congratulations! Me too! As for your dog, he had choice all along the way, and certainly made it to higher life form. As to why he bailed at “dog” I don’t know, but for the dogs I’ve had in my life, I’m glad they did; they make my life much richer, and I hope I’ve done the same for them. This is a new look at the other forms of life around us; we are all co-eternal with God, and we all had the choice to advance or be content where we were. We have all gotten where we are, you, me, your dog, the flowers in your garden, through the grace and love of God bringing us along as we desire to reach for the ultimate expression of our individuality.
But, I digress. There is so much to examine in this simple idea of a cloud of individual entities, the lights of intelligence, each one being asked as to whether it wants to grow and progress, even indeed all the way to the same level as the Asker of these questions. I read in biology texts how baby birds fresh out of their eggs respond to and bond with the sounds and sights of their feathery parents. I feel we do the same; as the voice of God asks us if we want to grow and progress, we bond to His voice and seek it thereafter all our lives. Yes, even those who here claim they seek it not.
But, what of God Himself? Where did He come from? Did He have a beginning? Why does He want to fool with us? The last is relatively easy to answer: why do we have children? We just like the idea. Creating life, having these little, warm off-springings of ourselves climbing on us and taxing our energy and patience, as well as challenging us to bring them into a fullness of adult life is, simply, a hoot! I say this as a father of four and grandfather of four, so far. God is the same with us. He likes the idea of eternally expanding life. Being omniscient is pretty boring; there's nothing new to learn.
Many have wondered, “If God knows everything there is to know, which He does, then, with nothing new to learn, what stimulus is there to continue life?” My answer is He lives and gains joy through His children. His knowledge and joy of discovery are constantly renewed through our experiences. There's a symbiotic relationship here; our joy and happiness in life and growth are shared by Him who shepherded us from intelligence to what we are now, and can become. Our sorrows and challenges, too. Life is a package; we must have one with the other, and God shares both with us. But, really? God at any given moment dealing with all the joys and sorrows, surprises, discoveries and disappointments, pains and triumphs of 6 billion + of His earthly children, and who knows how many more on other planets? We must not think of Him in finite terms. He is infinite. What is six billion compared to infinity?
Example: As an adult, I knew grass. I'd planted, mowed, raked it; cursed and yanked it out of my garden, laid down on it, fertilized and watered it through drought. Then, my 10-month-old son, who was crawling around on a blanket at an older son's baseball game, put his hand past the blanket boundary and touched grass. He drew his hand back; this was a completely different experience for him. He looked at his hand, then at the grass. He pushed on the grass and felt its yielding springiness. Seeing that the grass wouldn't hurt him and was a totally new sensation, he took off as fast as he could go, crawling across the grass with a look of supreme delight and discovery on his face. It tickled his knees, his hands; it was prickly, yet supple and velvety. His joy of discovery became mine, too. I knew grass again through the breakthrough of my child. To this day, that boy takes unwarranted delight in grass; when he can, he'll roll down a hill of it for the pure sensuality. Too bad we live in Arizona and a rich slope of grass is hard to come by.
Every new joy, every new discovery we have is shared by God, and His life and purposes are renewed in us. No, I'm not saying God can't live or function without us. All I know is He is spending His time and energy on us, and wouldn't do so if it weren’t something that would bring Him joy. Howard Storm in “My Descent into Death” says, “God is like an artist who creates for the sheer pleasure of creating. One of our attributes that is in the image and likeness of God is our desire to create. We are creative not only as artists, musicians, writers, and performers, but as parents, workers, healers, lovers and learners.” (Page 68.) The importance of the creative bent in our natures will be dealt with in the last chapter.
If God could have gotten joy from a universe filled with video arcade games, He would have made that instead. If a universe of all- you-can-eat buffets would have satisfied Him, the Cosmos would have been one great smorgasbord. (That would have done the trick for me!) But instead, He chose to nurture and work with us, and one can only assume that was an act of joy for Him. What good is omnipotence if you can't use it to bring happiness to yourself? And, no, the effort and time he spends on our development is not an act of condescending indulgence for Him. It was an act of love, an act that says, “I came from this singularity, this quanta all the way to Godhood. I found the journey to be challenging, rewarding, thrilling, and most of all, a source of ultimate and infinite happiness. But, to maintain my happiness, I offer it to all life forms as well. Most humans would agree with me that love and happiness are no good unless shared, given away. This is true, and this is why I do what I do, for you and for me.”
Too often the debate about God centers around what He could do, rather than what He did. Could God have waved a magic wand and created the whole Cosmos, not having to fool with evolution, and the slow forming of the heavier elements necessary to life via the process of stars burning out, collapsing, then exploding? (Every atom besides hydrogen in our bodies was formed over billions of years in the solar cycles of the universe.) As far as I'm concerned, God could have waved the proverbial magic wand and by-passed all that nonsense, but He didn't. He used other means being discovered by scientists and astronomers today. If He did it through utilizing natural means such as the solar cycle, evolution and the “Big Bang”, so what? Can any of us put together a Cosmos in that manner, or any manner?
Does this take away from His glory? No. God did what He did, and did it how He did it, and we learn to become like Him, our destiny as His offspring, not by arguing whether or not He could have waved the proverbial wand, but finding out how He functions, and incorporating that into our theology and philosophy, plus our daily functioning via the benefits of science. Besides, I think there are valuable reasons for His creating via evolution, both biological and astrological.
God is the God of all life, not just human, and it is anthropocentric of us to think all we see is just for us. True, humanity was the last thing put into place by Him so far as we know, so it seems everything led up to us, but that doesn't mean that other life forms weren't given their time to develop as far as they could along the way. The God who is the God of man is also the God of dinosaurs; He gave them their time, 150 million years and they had their day and development, and went as far as they could. Then, the asteroid came and it was the turn of the mammals leading up to us. To begrudge other life forms their needed shot at mortality and development and the time it takes, even if millions of years, is small and petty of us. It is not that God took so long to create the earth and all; it is that all those life forms needed their time and setting to develop their full potential. Luke 12: 6 tells us how God feels about something as seemingly small and irrelevant as a sparrow: "Are not five sparrows sold for two farthings, and not one of them is forgotten before God?"
“When the plan is discussed, we usually hear of a definite time schedule as part of it, with set ages, dispensations, and ends carefully worked out and determined ahead of time, along with a definite and fixed number of spirits appointed to go to the earth in each of those dispensations.” (Nibley, “Temple and Cosmos”, page 190.) When the pre-existent spirit world of animal spirits had sent its last dinosaur to earth, some heavenly force, or maybe it was already planned and in an intersecting orbit with the earth, sent the asteroid and that was it for the time of the dinosaurs. Well, more on this in a later chapter as we more fully detail evolution and the creation process in the Cosmos.
And, remembering our earlier discussion on agency and personality: if God had just waved His wand and made us all instantly what we are now, then where would have been our development, our growth; all that which we have accumulated over the eons by use of our agency? And that of all the rest of His creation as well; they need and deserve their times for growth and development towards their eternal forms and lives, too. Remember, again; God is the God of all life. Our personalities would have been denied and destroyed in this act of instantaneous creation. We wouldn’t be the individuals we are and wouldn’t have the opportunity to become the most that we can be. It’s the old “Brain in a Vat” argument. Would it be the same if our brains were taken out of our skulls, set in a solution that would keep them alive, and hooked up to wires and electrodes that would give us all the experiences of life? No. (Consider the movie series “The Matrix” for a wonderful sci-fi treatment on this concept.)
Something in the human spirit recoils from this alternate situation. True, via the “brain in a vat” experience, I might have the same feelings of accomplishment that a movie star or baseball player might have, but, when I come back to reality, and reality always comes back to us, I’d walk down the “Hollywood Walk of Fame”, look for my star, and it wouldn’t be there, nor would I have an exhibit in the Baseball Hall of Fame. I see no difference between the brain in the vat and a drug trip; reality always comes back, and we always have to deal with it, so why take the escape and evasion to begin with? It only chews up our valuable and limited time, and worse, it can destroy our minds if it gets out of hand. Even with the brain in a vat, some clumsy fool with a mop handle can smash it and we’re gone.
Let’s simplify this issue: do you, as a parent, do your child’s homework for them, or do you let them struggle with it themselves, with an occasional bit of oversight and aid? If you’re a good parent, it’s the latter. And why? You could do their homework much better than they could, and they’d get better grades in school, but you’d be robbing them of their growth and development, their most-important learning for themselves. As adults, they’d be worthless, and would probably come to resent your taking away their lives. We are life; God respects that and is concerned only to give us the best shot at becoming what we can become, rather than bypassing the process and as a result robbing us of our agency and growth, as Lucifer would have done.
I made a lot of mistakes as a parent; we all do, but one thing I think I did fairly well was when I was teaching my two older boys to play chess. They saw me working on problems with the game, and around the ages of 7-10 asked if they could play. I told them chess was a grownup's game, very complicated with a lot of rules. They would have to accept the fact that I wouldn't let them win, but would coach them on moves and strategy. It took both of them a couple years before they finally won, and when they did, the joy and excitement they had was legitimate; as was mine. I was just as proud and happy as they were. If I had “let” them win, their victory, and mine, too, as their father, would have been hollow and meaningless.
Several years later, my “middle” son, Justin, had a discussion with a friend, and told him how he'd finally beaten me at chess. His friend said, “Your dad let you win.” Justin said, “No, you don't know my dad.” After all those years, he still had the pride of a hard-won victory and a true accomplishment. I think that's an example of how God works with us. As a high school ceramics class project, he made a chess set featuring Mario Brothers characters. It must have been something that stuck with him. My only regret in this, is that in teaching my third son, Cody, the boy rolling around on the grass, the game, I once pointed out to him that if he looked carefully, he could checkmate me. After a minute or so, he discovered an obvious back-rank checkmate and won the game. (I'm not that great of a chess player. Too impulsive and impatient. Anyway.) We haven't played chess since, and I don't think that victory meant much to him.
But, back to God: is He the same yesterday, today and forever, as the scriptures say? Or, has He changed and grown? Let’s just stick to the scriptures on this one. Jesus said this of His relationship to His Father in Heaven (John 5: 19-21): “ . . . The Son can do nothing of himself, but what he seeth the Father do; for what things soever he doeth, these also doeth the Son likewise. For the Father loveth the Son, and sheweth him all things that himself doeth: and he will shew him greater works than these, that ye may marvel. For as the Father raiseth up the dead, and quickeneth them; even so the Son quickeneth whom he will.” We ask ourselves, “What would Jesus do?” Jesus asks Himself, “What did the Father do?”
There’s a world of implication in this. From whence did Jesus learn to be a Savior and God? Apparently, from His Father. And not, from the context of the above by listening to Him tell how to do it, but from observation of His Father’s works previous to the works of Jesus Christ. And how far does this stretch back into the Cosmos? I promised just a couple turtles, not the bottom one.
Angie Fenimore’s near death experience (op cit) states clearly, “God the Father told me that He Himself had had a mortal existence on a world like ours and had progressed along a path by choosing good over evil . . . this pattern of advancing spiritually by choosing good has been going on forever and will continue forever.” This, apparently, was what Jesus Christ was shown as related in the Book of John, cited above, when He was in “training” to be our Savior. This is the way of the Cosmos: “ . . . there are countless worlds revolving around countless suns, and each is inhabited by children of God, who are subject to these same laws.” (Fenimore, 140.) Won’t it be fun comparing notes with other children of God from other planets when we’re finally given access to the Cosmos? And, as to Jesus being in “training”; He, great as He is, didn’t come to earth a full-fledged
adult chafing at the bit to get out of the swaddling clothes and get about the business of Lord and Savior. He . . . “increased in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and man.” (Luke 2: 52.)
Continuing Fenimore’s experience: She entered the spirit world as a suicide attempt. This greatly upset God: “’Don’t you know that this is the worst thing you could have done?’ I could feel His anger and frustration, both because I’d thrown in the towel and because I had cut myself off from Him and from His guidance . . .You think that was hard? It is nothing compared to what awaits you if you take your life . . . Life’s supposed to be hard. You can’t skip over parts. We have all done it. You must earn what you receive.” Note, especially, the phrase, “We have all done it.” (ibid, 114-15.) We pause to ponder who this “we” is, and what the “it” is that they have all done, and we see the Cosmos open up to us like the galaxies in front of the starship “Enterprise” when it hits warp speed and accelerates into the universe.
However, is God being hard on a suicide? We have all chosen, with full agency and knowledge, the ultimate life form in the Cosmos; the human form, in the image of God. He expects us therefore, to follow the path He has already walked, and shown to us mainly through His son, Jesus Christ. If we bail out prematurely, that’s like someone getting a full ride scholarship to Harvard, then dropping out to serve hamburgers at some franchise joint. We've all signed up for it: the evidence is that you're human, and have the intelligence and spirit to be reading these words.
“We have all done it.” When we chose, eons ago, to finish our spirit progression in that ultimate of life forms, human being, we chose to become one with God. He obligingly created spirit, then mortal bodies for us in His image, called us His children, and gave us the means to grow up and become like Him. (Chiefly, the atonement and example of Jesus Christ.) To call God a human being is no insult. It is the form of life He chose for Himself, and the highest manifestation of life in the Cosmos. I realize humans, at this stage of our existence, are full of faults, weaknesses, foibles and, yes, even evil. But just as a child can grow from arguing with his peers over toys in a mud hole to becoming a brain surgeon in a few relatively short years, so we as God’s spirit children can grow from our present woeful state to being like and one with Him. This is the great secret of the Cosmos, and it’s a no-brainer. Just review the scriptures I’ve quoted, and interpret them as they’re written, with no philosophical interpositions of the evils of the flesh and all, remembering the principle of Occam’s Razor. (See introduction.)
And who is the “We” in “We have all done it”? It gives me to think the God we worship isn’t the only one, but He’s the only one with whom we have anything to do, so whether there are many or not is irrelevant to our current situation. As Paul phrases it, “For though there be that are called gods, whether in heaven or in earth, (as there be gods many, and lords many,) but to us there is but one God, the Father, of whom are all things, and we in him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we by him.” (1 Cor. 8: 5-6.) Does this make me a pagan? A polytheist? No. I’m not worshiping any of these other possible gods any more than I’m trying for multiple citizenships in various foreign countries.
And does this mean we have a Grandfather in Heaven? A Great-grandfather? Well, this is just more turtles, and I didn’t promise the bottom turtle, if such exists. As in the human family structure, it’s the parents who have the immediate responsibility for the kids, and it is to them we owe allegiance. No good and responsible grandparent will allow his grandchildren to go over their parents heads and overrule them. Same relation exists in the Cosmos, I am sure. A Grandfather in Heaven? That will be, perhaps, the frosting on the Cosmic cake.
I’ve heard of an interesting interpretation on the first of the Ten Commandments: “Thou shalt have no other gods before me.” (Ex. 20: 3.) This does not necessarily say God is the one and only God in the Cosmos, but rather that we aren’t to put any other Gods in His place. This could be used to imply that there are other Gods, just that we don’t particularly have anything to do with them; that we are to keep it simple, as it were, and just concentrate on the one, at least for now.
And the “oneness of God”? Where does that apply? Professor Nibley addresses that question via ancient manuscripts known as the apocrypha. “What does this do to the oneness of God? It doesn’t do anything at all to it. In nothing is the idea of the real oneness of God more convincingly apparent than in the contemplation of the real cosmos. “There are many mansions,” says the Second Coptic Gnostic Work, “regions, spaces, heavens, degrees, and worlds, and they all have but one law. If you keep that law you too can become a creator of worlds.” “It is the perfect Father who produced the all, in Whom the all is, and in Whom the all will rule” says the Gospel of Truth. “Out of the One come countless multitudes which yet remain in the One” says the Sophia Christi. But the one God always remains in control. For only on condition of being exactly like him can souls take the next step. God will trust you to represent him, to act for him, only if he knows that you will do exactly what He would do in all circumstances. Then He can leave you alone. He trusts you. You’re like him – a perfect identity, as far as your function is concerned. You can just carry on his work. It’s like arriving at the same answer to a problem. He will trust you only if he is sure you will come out with the same answer as he did.” (“Temple and Cosmos”, Hugh Nibley, page 287.
If one wants to worry about blasphemy at this particular look at a oneness with God, then why do people ask themselves, “What would Jesus do?” If we are so concerned as to what Jesus would do, and we should be, and we want to do the same, then the above is a simple but ultimate extrapolation of that outlook. Jesus, as mentioned earlier, only did the works that He’d seen the Father do. It can almost be expressed as an algebraic equation. If A=B=C=D=E, then E=A. We may be down the line in the equation, but equality is, ultimately, equality. A better, less emotionally charged word might be “parity”.
Do I make myself, therefore, equal to God? Not hardly. I fall way, way short. But, the fault is mine, not God’s. And the reality is, God is extending His hand out to me to come and be one with Him. The elevation to the status of God is His offer, not my presumption. As
Jesus so magnanimously and generously phrased it in Matthew 10: 24-25: “The disciple is not above his master, nor the servant above the lord. It is enough for the disciple that he be as his master, and the servant as his lord.”
The “Nag Hammadi” gives a bit of insight into our ultimate – possible – destiny: “Since the emanations are limitless and immeasurable and since there is no envy on the part of the Father toward those who came forth from him in regard to their begetting something equal or similar to him, since he is the one who exists in the Totalities, begetting and revealing himself. Whomever he wishes, he makes into a father, of whom he in fact is Father, and a god, of whom he in fact is God, and he makes them the Totalities, whose entirety he is.” (Page 70.) If it is God’s wish that we become fathers and gods as He is, and if He has no envy of us gaining that high level, then who are we to act all huffy and harrumphing with false modesty at the offer of such a gift?
I see this principle taught as far back as the Book of Leviticus in the Old Testament. “ . . . I am the LORD which hallow you.” (Lev. 22: 32.) Consider from there the “Golden Rule” “Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them . . . “ God wants us to hallow Him, and hold Him sacred. He in turn hallows us and holds us sacred. It’s simple reciprocity, a simple fulfilling of His request that we be one with Him: “ . . . that they may be one as we are.” (John 17: 11.)
The title of this book is “Becoming Human in the Cosmos”. The highest form of life in the Cosmos is human, and the ultimate expression of the potential of that life is God. God is a human being at our specie’s best. Yes, one can look at the sorry record of human depravity, and one need look no further than the recent 20th century, to see humanity at its worst, and quickly decide that humanness and Godhood are as far apart as soot and diamond. But, look closer at the soot and the diamond: the soot is largely carbon. The diamond is pure carbon. Carbon can be polluting when it teams with oxygen to make the greenhouse gas CO2, or it can be black and staining when it is the carbon product of combustion, soot, but carbon in the form of diamond is the most valuable and sought after gemstone in the jeweler’s showcase, but, in the long run, all it is, is just soot that’s undergone enormous pressure and heat.
The old notions about humanity being inferior and depraved to God who is so ultimately far above us that we are as worms are incorrect insofar as they lead us to think that we can never be anything of any value in the Cosmos. Our potential and destiny are nothing less than being like our Father, God Himself in whose image and likeness we were created. Note “image” . . . and “likeness”. The image is our human body; the likeness is our potential to become like Him in wisdom, love, intelligence, and all His other attributes. Few will make it that far; I doubt I will, but the point is to rise as far as we can because the level we achieve is that level at which we’ll spend forever, and the higher we go, the more options, the more challenges, the greater the life we’ll have. As mentioned earlier, if you want to sweep the golden paved streets of Heaven, that’s fine; but do you want to do just that forever?
Let us then, get to know God as a human being. The old sectarian notions of Him being “without body, parts or passions” are wrong. Let’s start with body, and go with the records of those who have seen and talked with Him, the near-death experiences, as opposed to those medieval philosophers and theologians who had an incomplete record, the Bible, and no visionary experience at all.
In compiling near death experiences, Dr. Raymond Moody describes god as a personal being. The universal encounter is with a being of dazzling, brilliant, above-noonday-sun light, yet, unlike looking at the sun, the traveling spirit is not blinded. Moody claims this description of a being of light is ‘utterly invariable”, yet it is also a “personal being. It has a very definite personality.” (Moody, op cit, page 59.) God is referred to as “Light” in the scriptures (ref. John 1: 4-9), but that doesn’t mean that’s all He is.
Larry Tooley describes that light in “I Saw Heaven”, op cit, page 61-62: “I could see a brilliant golden white light, almost like the sun . . . I felt a great love coming from the light . . . I could feel an all-encompassing love as the golden rays enveloped me . . . The words “brotherly love” took on a whole new meaning . . . I sensed in this grand design that we’re all linked with each other through this love, as literal brothers and sisters – children of our Heavenly Father.” His spirit guide said, “What you are seeing is the Glory of God. The source of the light is God. His glory shines to the ends of his creations.”
Betty Eadie (op cit., page 41) relates how God’s light blended into hers when she met Him: “I felt his light blending into mine, literally, and I felt my light being drawn to his . . . Although his light was much brighter than my own, I was aware that my light, too, illuminated us. And as our lights merged, I felt as if I had stepped into his countenance, and I felt an utter explosion of love.” We pause for a moment to ask, “If our lights are not pure, if they are contaminated, then we may not be able to have that experience.” God is pure, and darkness from us would only dim His light if we tried to meld with Him in this manner. It would be like inviting someone with a severe case of flu into your home, and running the risk of infecting vulnerable children and elders.
As to the actual body of God, Angie Fenimore relates, “ . . . I could see the form of a man draped in billowing robes of breathtaking whiteness. Pearlescent, magnificent hair flowed back onto His shoulders from a noble, rounded widow’s peak . . . He really had a body with arms and legs and features like mine, and I immediately fixated on His nose. There was a bump on the bridge that tapered into a sharp point, like a nose you might find on a Greek vase painting . . . (it is) apparently literally true. We are actually, physically created in His image . . . God looked to me like an old man without wrinkles and with a young, strong body. His shoulders were broad, and His chest was full. His arms were strong, and the muscles well defined. His chiseled facial structure was strong and perfect, softened by a neat white beard.” (“Beyond the Darkness”, page 112-113.)
Much has been said of communication in these realms, that it’s telepathic, pure, and clearly and readily understandable. In the near death experience of Larry Tooley, “I Saw Heaven”, he enlightens us on celestial communication. Thoughts, though transmitted clearly, can’t be read by someone else unless that’s our desire: “It’s true we can send and receive thoughts . . . if you need to communicate with someone, then you project out to that person . . . when you’re only thinking to yourself, your mind has a way of shutting out or shielding itself from thought leakage. In this way your privacy is protected.” (77).
God has a sense of humor. Note the root of the word for humor and human are the same. Humor is a quality of humanness. It also has connotations with the earth; they share the same root as humus, which, to a gardener, is good soil. “I’ll never forget the Lord’s sense of humor, which was as delightful and quick as any here – far more so. Nobody could out-do his humor . . . I had no doubt that he is a perfect man.” (“Embraced by the Light, pages 72-3, Betty Eadie.) The sense of humor aspect is seconded by Dr. Raymond Moody, “Life After Life” where he reports, “(God) was a fun person to be with! And (He) had a sense of humor, too - definitely!” (Page 64.)
I think Christ clearly showed a sense of humor and whimsy when He was here. He nicknamed a couple of His apostles “Sons of Thunder” for their desire to call down lightning on a town that had rejected them. (Mark 3: 17.) That’s largely a “guy” thing; giving nicknames to your male buddies. I’m sure walking on the water was great fun for Him, and instructing Peter to go and catch a fish and pull a coin out of it so he could pay a Roman tax was whimsy of the highest order as far as I’m concerned. (Matt. 17: 27.) Those who claim to know God and don’t see humor in Him, but rejoice in the prospect of Him throwing all unbelievers into a flaming hell have a little more knowing to accomplish.
In “Man’s Search for Meaning” op cit, Viktor Frankl shows the value of humor under the worst of situations, in his case, Auschwitz concentration camp: “Humor was another of the soul’s weapons in the fight for self-preservation. It is well known that humor, more than anything else in the human make-up, can afford an aloofness and an ability to rise above any situation, even if only for a few seconds.” (Page 63.) Humor is a gift from God, who knows the value and proper usage of it.
Having spent a good portion of my life as a humorist (20 years in radio, five of which I wrote a humorous show-prep sheet for other announcers), and having written 6 books on trivia and humor, (none of them published as of this date, 7-21-10), I love humor; it’s a major part of my life, and one of my biggest hopes is that some day, no kidding, God will tell me a joke. Yes, I realize that’s trivial, but that’s part of my God-nurtured nature, and I hope it will someday be indulged by a patient Deity. When it happens, I probably won’t get it. He’ll probably have to explain it to me.
I do remember one time when I was driving a truck and feeling sorry for myself, I saw a golf cart on a golf course, and said, “I should be out there on that course instead of here in this dock waiting to be unloaded.” Quickly to my mind came the words, “Yeah, as a caddy.” I don’t think that was God, though, but rather my sarcastic Guardian Angel who says things like that when he thinks God isn’t paying attention. I hope, somehow in the Celestial aftermath of my life, to get payback on him. How, I don’t yet know.
Another attribute of God is perfection. Christ told us to become “ . . . perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.” (Matt. 5: 48.) Paul seconded that in Hebrews 6: 1, alluded to earlier, and quoted fully here: “Therefore leaving the principles of the doctrine of Christ, let us go on unto perfection; not laying again the foundation of repentance from dead works, and of faith toward God.” It is important for us to be “born again.” But does that mean we are to forever remain spiritual infants? As our children grow up to become like us, so we are to grow up and become perfect, like God. Tall order. I think one of the major handicaps here is our misunderstanding of the term, “perfect”.
One of my favorite sayings is, “The perfect is the enemy of the good.” I take that seriously and deeply. God is good. Is therefore perfection His enemy? It is, as we understand it. Throughout history, logical arguments against God have been formed from misunderstandings of perfection. For example, if God were perfectly loving and kind, He wouldn’t have made a certain wasp that parasitizes caterpillars by laying its egg on them. The larva burrows into the caterpillar, eating it alive, amazingly sparing the vital organs.
We anthropomorphize the caterpillar, imagining how horrible it must be to be slowly eaten alive, having no future. Surely, if a loving and kind God existed, He wouldn’t have set up this horror of nature. It’s gross, indeed, but can we really know if the caterpillar is aware of any of this? And remember, God is the God of all life, not just human. Each creature has its schooling and education to accomplish, and they quite possibly have plans, agreements and arrangements that we can only imagine. To judge God as non-existent from faulty and uninformed human observations and speculations is folly at its highest, especially when those judgments are based on an imperfect conception of “perfection”. Imagine! We, who are mortal and finite, presume to judge God who is immortal and infinite.
French essayist Montaigne expresses these thoughts thus: “However we prescribe limits to God, we hold his power besieged by our reasons . . . we want to enslave him to the vain and feeble approximations of our understanding, him who has made both us and our knowledge. Has God placed in our hands the keys and ultimate springs of his power? Has he pledged himself not to overstep the bounds of our knowledge? . . . do you think that he has used all his power and put all his forms and all his ideas into this work? You see only the order and government of this little cave you dwell in . . . His divinity has infinite jurisdiction beyond; this part is nothing in comparison with the whole.” (“The Complete Essays of Montaigne” as translated by Donald M. Frame, page 389.)
The human body, too, is far from “perfect”. Our spines haven’t quite evolved from all fours to standing upright, and that’s why lower back pain is common. The female pelvic opening is too small for easy birthing. Our eyes, according to Carl Zimmer, “Evolution: the Triumph of an Idea”, are “fundamentally flawed.” The neurons in our retina are basically pointed backwards: “Light has to make its way through several layers of neurons and a web of capillaries before it finally gets to the nerve endings that can detect it.” (Page 128.) “The layers of neurons and capillaries act like a mask, degrading the light that finally gets through to the photoreceptors.” (129). If it wasn’t for our brains sorting out the fuzz and blur to make a clear picture, all we see would be like looking through a pair of glasses with petroleum jelly smeared on the lenses. Squids have better eyes than we do. If God designed the human body, did He do a poor job?
A couple considerations: first, our bodies are fallen from the perfection God designed in the Garden of Eden, and we really don’t know how much they’ve been degraded. Second, and in context with the idea of perfection: they do what they are supposed to do, that is, give us the mortal experience with all its difficulties and trials, and then decay to death; we aren’t supposed to be mortal forever, (immortal, yes, but not mortal) and the trials of an imperfect body are part of a very important segment of our eternal education that we couldn’t get otherwise. Our bodies, as imperfect as they are, are perfect for what they’re supposed to do for us.
It was the argument of the atheist Robert Ingersoll, “Why does God rain on the seas? That proves there is no God, because it rains on the ocean, where it isn’t necessary. If there were a God, he wouldn’t waste his rain that way.” (As quoted by Nibley in “Temple and Cosmos”, page 366.) Obviously, rain falling on the ocean does no good, but is that a proof that God isn’t perfect, and therefore doesn’t exist? In a “perfect” weather pattern, possibly rain wouldn’t fall on the ocean, but the water cycle and rain patterns we have work, for the most part, to bring rain inland, and make the earth livable.
Further, since the oceans comprise 3/4ths of the earth’s surface, if all the rain that fell on them came inland, the coastal areas would be in a constant state of flood, receiving 3 times as much rain as they currently do. It’s “good”; let’s not let the “perfect” be the enemy of the good. I think a more pragmatic view of “perfect” is required; if it works, if it does what it’s supposed to do, it’s “perfect”. An apple-pie perfection with all components down to the nearest molecule all lined up in letter of the law order isn’t required if the job is taken care of. And that, I think, is the key to understanding perfection from a Celestial point of view: if it does what it’s supposed to do, then it’s perfect.
The “Every-molecule-in-its-place” model of perfection is also an unworkable perfection. In “Parallel Worlds”, physicist Michio Kaku tells us, “ . . . scientists believe the universe started out in a state of perfect symmetry, with all the forces unified into a single force. The universe was beautiful, symmetrical, but rather useless. Life as we know it could not exist in this perfect state. In order for the possibility of life to exist, the symmetry of the universe had to break as it cooled.” (Page 98). What good is a perfection that prohibits life? Is not an unsymmetrical “perfection” that augurs for life superior to a showcase perfection that is sterile? Or, maybe we just need to re-define, or at least re-think our definitions of perfection.
Perfection is relative. Consider the piping requirements in a nuclear plant, a home, and a storm drain system. For the nuclear facility, the pipes must withstand extremely hot temperatures, caustic liquids, and high pressures. In a home, the main concern is that the pipes deliver water, take away waste, and don’t leak. If the waste plumbing is confused with the fresh water plumbing, then there’s trouble, but by and large it isn’t brain surgery. For a storm drain system, the pipes only have to handle an occasional rush of water for a short time. If they leak, it’s no big deal. If nuclear plants were built to storm drain specifications, we’d have Chernobyls on a daily basis. If storm drain systems were built to nuclear plant piping specifications, none would be built because of the prohibitive costs. Each system is “perfect” in its own right.
God is a man; male, masculine. We correctly refer to Him as “Father”. Consider when Christ taught us how to pray, The Lord’s Prayer, it starts out, “Our Father which art in Heaven . . . “ In all the near-death experiences I’ve read, the Being of Light is never female, though females certainly play an active and apparently equal, though different role in these realms. I don’t think this is at all under the heading of figurative; I think it’s literal. God is an exalted, glorified human male.
It should be neither a secret nor a matter of hush-hush blasphemy to the religious believer that our Father in Heaven has a wife who is our Mother in Heaven. “In the Heavens, are parents single? No, the thought makes reason stare. Truth is reason, truth eternal, tells me I’ve a mother there” goes a segment of the poem, “Oh My Father” by Mormon poetess Eliza Snow. When God created the human race, it went, ‘Let us (note the plural) make man in our (plural again) image, after our (plural) likeness . . . So God created man in his own image . . . male and female created he them.” Genesis 1:26-27. Note the plurals, note the two images that resulted, male and female. Later, as Adam first beholds Eve, God says, “Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother . . . “ Genesis 2: 24.
Ancient Egyptian theology routinely paired a male and female ruling godhead in Heaven, describing the female half as “fusing, joining, wedding herself with another in joyful and salutary combination . . . legality itself . . . the embodiment of every possible social relationship . . . immune to the slightest hint of scandal . . . honor, uprightness, and legality personified . . . truth, justice, and order in the corporate life . . . she is wisdom (more on this later) . . . “Message of the Joseph Smith Papyri”, Hugh Nibley, pages 252-3.) Everyone has two mothers, say the Egyptians; one earthly and one heavenly. (Ibid, 163.) “In the upper region . . . the soul has a father and a mother, as the body has a father and mother in this world.” Our Father is the “King of Kings, our Mother is “The Queen of the East”. (493, ibid.)
The 45th Psalm, certainly not an Egyptian reference, refers to this King of Heaven / Queen pairing in verse 9: “Kings’ daughters were among thy honourable women: upon thy right hand did stand the queen in gold of Ophir.” As I quoted earlier, Paul uses the phrase “family in Heaven” in Ephesians 3: 15. Does not a family include a mother? Can one even have a family without a mother?
If, then, there is a Father / Mother pairing in Heaven with offspring, is there sex in Heaven? The “Gospel of Philip” in the “Nag Hammadi Library”, op cit, page 145, speaks of God “begetting” sons in Heaven: “The heavenly man has many more sons than the earthly man. If the sons of Adam are many, although they die, how much more the sons of the perfect man, they who do not die but are always begotten?” The dictionary definition of “Begotten” (beget) is “To become the father of: procreate.” “In the Heavens, are parents single?” Truly the idea of a Heavenly Father without a Heavenly Mother does make reason stare. As to the actual act: I’m not going to go there. I’ve come up to the front porch of God; I’m not going to peep into His bedroom windows.
As I’ll detail shortly, there is no “going to the bathroom” in Heaven; this mortal physical need is taken care of by other means. Perhaps the sex act as we know it in mortality is just a temporary measure to provide mortal bodies for God’s spirit children, and spirit children in Heaven are conceived by some other process. The Gospel of Philip, 76: 6-9 goes on to say, “The mating in the next world is of an entirely different nature from this one; though we use earthly vocabulary in speaking of them, there are other forms of union that transcend all description.“ I know nothing of the physicality of it; but I’m sure the good elements we experience here, the intimacy, closeness, tenderness, passion and love, the personal privacy that makes you as a couple catch each others eyes and smile, and maybe blush, are still part of the experience. A true, mature and good husband / wife relationship wouldn’t be heavenly without these things.
At this point, perhaps, we need to address the proverbial 600 pound gorilla of Christianity that has been in the living room for nearly 2,000 years: “Did God have sexual intercourse with Mary to produce His child, Jesus?” Let’s consider what had to happen, then how it might have happened to come up with, if not a resolution to this problem, at least a speculative solution that should take it off the table of serious anti-Christian discussion. First, the DNA of God the Father had to combine with the DNA of Mary, the mother-to-be of Jesus Christ. (God the Father, being as I have stated, a glorified, perfected, resurrected human male would therefore have DNA, I would assume.) So, why did His DNA have to join with Mary's? Jesus needed to inherit both the characteristics of a mortal mother and an immortal Father to accomplish His mission. (John 10: 18: “No man taketh it (His life) from me, but I lay it down of myself. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it again. This commandment have I received of my Father.”) Those were the powers inherited from both parents; power over death which could be inflicted on any other mortal by any person or circumstance, yet the power to die a mortal death of His own free will to accomplish His mission.
So: how did God’s DNA join with Mary’s? 200 years ago, there would have been only one known answer; sexual intercourse. (Though they wouldn’t have known about DNA.) But now, at the beginning of the 21st century, we can come up with alternatives: artificial insemination, in-vitrio fertilization. Perhaps a doctor using a syringe with sperm, guided by ultrasound, could even fertilize an egg making its way down a fallopian tube, and produce a “virgin” birth. Let us not let a lack of imagination turn us away from one of the important stories of Christianity. And that’s just the technology of the 21st century; I mentioned in an earlier chapter how the miracles of Jesus could easily be explained in “Star Trek” terms. Here, too, we could use “Star Trek” technology, which, though not currently available, is theoretically possible. All that has to be done is to “beam” God’s DNA into Mary’s ova, conception is accomplished, and Mary remains a virgin, hymen intact, until Jesus comes through the birth canal. And now, we can take our gorilla out of the living room, and leave him to make another appearance in a later chapter.
Ancient records, or apocrypha, concurrent with the records from which our Old and New Testaments were drawn, also confirmed a Mother God in Heaven working companionably with God our Father. “ . . . he who sitteth upon the great throne (Ptah), heavenly father who begot Atum, heavenly mother who bore Atum . . . “ (Nibley, op cit, “Nibley on the Timely and the Timeless”, quoting lines from the Shabako Stone, page 25.)
Nibley also relates recent findings of ancient manuscripts that paint this picture of the Heavenly family: “The Pearl,” and in recently discovered Mandaean manuscripts (the Berlin Kephalia), the Christian comes to earth from his heavenly home, leaving his royal parents behind, for a period of testing upon the earth. Then, having overcome the dragon, he returns to the heavenly place, where he is given a rousing welcome. The first person to greet him on his return is his heavenly mother, who was the last one to embrace him as he left to go down to earth. “The first embrace is that which the Mother of Life gave to the First Man as he separated himself from her in order to come down to earth to his testing.” (“Old Testament and Related Studies”, op cit, page 91.)
Paul affirms that in the lord, “Neither is the man without the woman, neither the woman without the man . . . (1 Cor. 11: 11.) I understand there is a lot of hesitation to bring a mother Goddess into the mix; Protestantism revolted against the “Maryolatry” of the Catholic Church for centuries, and the male and female Gods of the Greeks and Romans were in turn repugnant to the Christians of the Roman era. But these longstanding fears and prejudices to the contrary shouldn’t keep us from maturing in our spiritual attitudes towards a Father and Mother deity.
But, why hasn't God included information on our Heavenly Mother in more “popular” sources, such as the Bible? That brings up the matter of respect. Larry Tooley, in “I Saw Heaven”, op cit, gives this insight: “He loves and cherishes her (our Heavenly Mother) above all else. He won’t allow her name to be had by the mortal children of his creation so they can’t profane her nor take her name in vain. Father might forgive all else, but this one transgression would never be forgiven. He considers her to be his equal. This is why the earth was patterned after heaven . . . man cannot enter the Celestial Kingdom without the woman, nor the woman without the man. Neither is complete without the other.” (90.)
The 8th chapter of Proverbs personifies wisdom as feminine, and gives her an active role in the creation of the earth. Note the feminine pronouns in verses 1-3, and verses 22-31 tell how Wisdom was with God as He set up our portion of the Cosmos, and our world. Can we imagine having a good Mother and Her not taking an active part in so important an endeavor as this? I’m willing to bet She had plenty of input, and Our Father listened and reacted accordingly. And the delicate beauties of flowers, some insects and fish, and the rich plumage of many birds: Do we not see a feminine hand here?
But, think of our Mother in Heaven as the personification of Wisdom; a high state, indeed, for a book that is supposed to be patriarchal to the point of being anti-female. This is also how She is portrayed in a collection of Gnostic apocrypha too, the Nag Hammadi Library: “But return, my son, to your first Father, God, and Wisdom your mother, from whom you came into being from the very first in order that you might fight against all of your enemies, the Powers of the Adversary.” (The Teachings of Silvanus, VII, 4 page 384.)
Wisdom is also given the feminine pronoun in “The Book of Enoch the Prophet”, page 33, XLII; 1-2: “Wisdom found no place where she might dwell; Then a dwelling – place was assigned her in the heavens. Wisdom went forth to make her dwelling among the children of men, and found no dwelling-place: Wisdom returned to her place and took her seat among the angels.”
Wisdom came to earth, but could find no dwelling place among the children of men. In other words, we rejected her, and she had to retreat to Heaven, from whence she came. Like willful and rebellious children ignoring their mother’s direction, we now have to deal with “Dad”, who might be a bit tougher and more authoritative with us. The Cosmos is no different than our family experiences here on earth, and the properly functioning earthly family is a good metaphor for what is going on in the eternities. Would that we had been a bit more receptive to “Mom”, or, Wisdom; life might be easier.
There are many reasons why God has kept our Eternal Mother in the background. For one, it would cause unnecessary confusion as to whom we should pray and worship. As our children do, when they can’t get their way with dad, they’ll go behind his back and try and cut a deal with mom or vice-versa. That won’t do in our current situation. We need to keep it simple; one God to pray to, one God to learn about and follow. For now.
Dennis Prager (“Think A Second Time”, op cit,) devotes a whole chapter as to “Why God Must Be depicted as a Father and Not as a Mother”. Let me just page through some of his ideas. This, by the way, isn’t to say Prager might agree with me on the idea of a Mother in Heaven. I don’t want to put words in his mouth. His main purpose, from what I gather, is to establish reasons for the masculine depiction of God in a time when feminists are offended by the idea. He writes, (page 247), “The depiction of God in masculine terms . . . is essential to the Bible’s fundamental moral purposes . . . (of) promoting good behavior, and that the primary perpetrators of evil behavior, such as violence against innocents, are males, especially young males.” (He goes on to say that God is neither male nor female: I’d disagree with him on that.)
Prager continues, (page 248), “When males are young, they need to feel accountable to a male authority figure . . . For this reason, a God depicted in masculine terms . . . not a “Mother in heaven,” must be the source of such commandments as “Thou shall not murder” and “Thou shall not steal.” (Again, I see the wisdom and reasoning in what he’s saying; but I don’t think that necessarily makes the case for a sexless, single God.) Further: “When the Bible depicts God as merciful, caring for the poor and the widow, and as a lover of justice . . . (it is) providing a model for human emulation. Especially male emulation. If God were depicted as female, young men would deem traits such as compassion, mercy, and care for the downtrodden as feminine, and, in their pursuit of their masculinity, reject them.”
As for women worshiping a male God, Prager states that girls view their fathers as rule givers, and have no trouble identifying with a masculine God. Lastly, he concludes, “It is therefore natural and desirable that God be identified with the gender that is more naturally disposed to rules and justice – males. Females are more naturally inclined toward feelings and compassion, two essential qualities for a decent personal life, but not for the governance of society. A male depiction of God helps make a law–based society possible.” (249). All of these I feel are good reasons for theology’s emphasis on a father-god, but are not proofs of no Mother in Heaven. One of the great treats of getting past this mortal test will be the family reunion with both Father and Mother. The poem by Eliza Snow mentioned above, concludes, “When I leave this frail existence, when I lay this mortal by, Father, Mother, may I meet you in your royal courts on high? Then, at length, when I’ve completed all you sent me forth to do, with your mutual approbation, let me come and dwell with you.”
While we’re describing God, let me take a side trip . . . Heads up! More fanciful speculation on the horizon! And deal with the old canard that goes, “If God is all powerful, then He could make a rock so big He couldn’t lift it.” I used to get around that by saying, “God is also all-wise, so He’s smart enough not to get caught in this stupid trap.” That still works, but I think I’ve arrived at a better solution: There is a limit as to how big a rock can be. When it gets big enough, it begins to collapse in on itself because of gravity, nuclear fusion starts, and it becomes a sun. God can move the sun as related in Joshua 10: 12-14. Since no rock could be larger than the sun, and since God can move the sun, then that old canard can finally be put to rest. The limit is not with God; the limit is with the physical size of rocks.
Could God change the rules of the Cosmos so rocks could be bigger? Sure, but this isn’t a bench-press contest. God has bigger fish to fry. If He changed the rules of the universe, then life as we know it couldn’t come into being. For God to change the rules just so He could lift a bigger rock and consequently wipe out all organization of matter in the universe which provides a home for our mortal lives is a bit much, don’t you think? Coming next: will there be mosquitoes in heaven? Yup. Flies, too. I’ll deal with that when we get into the details of Heaven.
Yes. The details of Heaven. When it comes to near death experiences, a glorious afterlife locale has been described, though descriptions aren’t necessarily Heaven, or the Celestial Kingdom; our final resting place. We’ll call it paradise, as in what Christ promised the repentant thief on the cross next to His, and assume that Heaven will ultimately be at least as good as paradise, if not better. (Luke 23: 43.) Let’s deal with Heaven first; we’ll worry about hell in the next chapter.
One aspect of near death travels through Celestial realms that always gets my attention is the manual labor being performed. From Betty Eadie’s experience (op cit pages 74-75.) “I saw that they were weaving on large, ancient-looking looms. My first impression was “how archaic” to have manual looms in the spirit world . . . they were anxious for me to see the workmanship of their hands . . . The workers were understandably pleased with their work and with my gratitude for being permitted to see it . . . I was surprised at how much people like to work with their hands there – those who want to. They enjoy creating devices that are helpful to others – both here and there.”
And we ask ourselves, “With all the technology of the 21st century available to us, in Paradise they use ancient hand looms, and do their work by hand?” I think that question misses the point. Those using the looms did so out of enjoyment in service to others, and as an expression of their talents and, perhaps earthly experiences, which talents and experiences are currently denied in our highly automated and impersonal milieu.
Besides, when you go to Paradise, which would mean more to you? A robe off a factory assembly line, put together by robots, or a robe made by your relatives who have gone on before you, and put it together for you personally, with every thought of love in mind for you? In Paradise, it’s not like they had to meet production quotas, undercut the competition’s prices, and turn in a healthy profit report for the annual shareholders meeting. One more point: those doing the manual labor were those who “want to, and enjoy it.” That’s the important part. No one is forced to make clothing by hand.
As for clothing, and for a quick and irrelevant side observation, I note in “The Eternal Journey”, op cit, a near death story relates how, in the spirit world, a man received an article of clothing: “I was dressed in a white garment, tailored like a jump suit . . . The suit covered most of my body. Starting with a snug, but comfortable neckline, it had full sleeves to my wrists, and full legs to my ankles. A curious part of the suit was that it had no openings such as those we need as humans.” In other words, no fly? (Page 181.) And now, I have to ask the quintessential “kid” question: “How do they go to the bathroom?” If, in the Cosmos we eat and drink, then what happens to the waste product after our body has taken the nourishment from it? My speculation is this: since it seems all spirits glow, and are capable of beyond-physical feats of transportation, quantum tunneling, the warping of space (?), and other things that, in the theoretical physics realm would require enormous amounts of energy, perhaps all the energy of the food is used, and there is no waste. (Eating will be mentioned in a couple more paragraphs.)
I’ve heard that, if all the nuclear energy in the molecules of a raisin were used, that raisin could supply the electrical needs of New York City for a period of three days. At the end of three days, though, the raisin would be totally used up; not a molecule would be left over. (Numbers not accurate; just for illustration’s sake.) Quantum tunneling and flight beyond the speed of light (or: warping of space in “Star Trek” terms?) require huge amounts of energy, at least in current physical earth terms; maybe there is no need to go to the bathroom because all the energy available in the food heavenly residents eat is used. Don’t ask me for proof on this, don’t ask me to go to a blackboard and crunch some numbers. Just speculation, folks; this isn’t a hill I want to die on.
(Speaking of the warping of space, as in “Star Trek”: here’s an easy illustration for understanding. Take a piece of paper, and draw two random dots on it. Now: What is the shortest distance between those two points? If you’ve connected them with a straight line, you need to consult with your nearest theoretical physicist: the shortest distance is to fold the paper so one dot touches the other. This illustrates the concept of “warping” of space; with the use of enormous power and technology a bit beyond what we currently possess, the fabric of space can be folded over on itself so one point hundreds of millions of light years away can be brought to within a few miles of another point, and the journey is thus made quickly. Can it be done? Theoretically. That’s why “warp speed” was a charming part of the “Star Trek” series.) Well, this is a lot of un-authorized speculation just from a casual near – death observation of “no fly” on an article of heavenly clothing, but I did promise such right from the get-go, didn’t I?
Just as there is a “nuts and bolts” tangibility to God, so there is to Paradise. Larry Tooley’s observations included these on some benches and other furnishings: “Several low benches of white crystallized marble were against one wall. Next to the doorway that entered onto the street was a low bench of a soft pink crystallized marble . . . another door, closer in and to the left was partially opened. The only thing I could see in the room was the corner of a desk and two pictures hanging on the wall.” (“I Saw Heaven”, op cit, Page 59.) We pause to think: doesn’t marble come from volcanism? Are there craftsmen in Paradise who make these benches and the pictures that hang on the walls in that office? (As the son of an artist, I certainly hope people in paradise aren’t buying dime-a-dozen prints at some big-box variety store. I know, if that’s the case, my dear, departed-artist father would opt for hell, post-haste.) If people weave clothing on a loom by hand, I see no reason for the other arts and crafts to not also be hand made. Perhaps the marble was brought in from some planets just forming, and in their early volcanism stages. I can’t really picture life in Paradise being interrupted by a volcano erupting.
Many have been the descriptions of buildings in Paradise. But, do they get built? As in carpenters and plumbers, or does God just wave the proverbial magic wand and they spring into place? Again, in the near death experience of David Kimball (“Life Everlasting”, op cit, page 161) we see God letting His children use their talents and gifts rather than having them sit useless and unneeded on the sidelines while He “waves His wand.” “ . . . I was taken in the vision into a vast building . . . and found myself in a part of the building which was unfinished, though a great many workmen were busy upon it . . . I felt most at home in the unfinished part, among the workmen.” One of the interiors of a building is described as . . . “beautiful inside, with mahogany, and cherry wood.” Another experience in that same book, that of Peter E. Johnson (167) tells, “While I was in the spirit world I observed that the people there were busy, and a continuation of the work we are doing here . . . There was nothing there that seemed particularly strange to me; everything being natural.”
As natural as going to a kitchen to prepare a meal: “Her mother had told her, “I must go to the kitchen for awhile . . . (her daughter, visiting on a near-death experience) asked her “if she had to work in the kitchen and she said, “of course, I take my turn just like the rest.” (190 ibid.) And we extrapolate: food must be prepared; that means spirits eat as we do. Jesus did promise His apostles, “And I appoint unto you a kingdom . . . that ye may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom . . . “ Luke 22: 29-30.
Plato’s cave comes to mind, again. Here on earth, we see but the shadows of the eternal realities. Our institutions, buildings, occupations, and righteous activities are but corrupted, indistinct shadows of the true reality beyond the cave.
Continuing with Betty Eadie’s description of Paradise (op cit, page 78-79): “I saw mountains, spectacular valleys, and rivers . . . The garden was filled with trees and flowers . . . I walked on grass . . . It was crisp, cool, and brilliant green, and it felt alive under my feet . . . a beautiful river ran through the garden . . . I saw that the river was fed by a large cascading waterfall . . . “ (I wonder if my son’s encounter with grass, mentioned earlier, was the bringing back of pleasant pre-mortal existent memories?)
Plants, parks and the like are mentioned in Lundahl and Widdison’s “The Eternal Journey” (pages 140 – 146, op cit.) I’m just going to page through this section which detailed the rural area surrounding the City of Light, which we’ll talk about presently. “I was in a beautiful landscape, the flowers, trees, the colours, were indescribable, not at all like the colours you see here . . . the sky above me was richly blue, and in it sailed islands of solid white clouds – all around and below me I looked over endless distances – forests, rivers, lakes, and ranges upon ranges of hills, mountains, to what seemed the very ends of the world . . . no accounts were found where individuals observed prairies or deserts.
(My personal observation: I live in Phoenix, Arizona, and love the desert. It is not a dead place, but is teeming with life. If we get spring rains at the right time, the wildflowers just explode from the ground. I’ve been blessed to live, I think, in the two most beautiful states in the union: Oregon and Arizona, yet, two totally different kinds of beauty. I thank God for both of them, and their breath-taking scenery. And I don’t recall any descriptions of oceans in Paradise, either; I love Arizona for its deserts and canyons, Oregon for its trees, mountains, but, most of all, its incredibly beautiful coastline. Surely, there are oceans in paradise. Where do the clouds come from as mentioned above? Since many of God’s creatures are sea creatures, there must be an ocean home for them in Paradise.)
To continue: Instead the landscapes observed consistently were mountains, hills – some of them small green hills and some tall hills with a rock or two – and valleys. . . birds were numerous. All that I observed were of brilliant plumage, and they sang as though their very beings were filled to overflowing with exuberant joy . . .Also mentioned were cattle, sheep, horses, lions, tigers, beavers, bears, squirrels, deer and monkeys.” “I saw Queen Anne’s Lace being circled by large, graceful butterflies.”
Animals in Paradise shouldn’t surprise us. Isaiah, the Old Testament prophet wrote, “The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together . . . the cow and the bear shall feed; their young ones shall lie down together: and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.” (Isaiah 11: 6-7.) Something in the physiology of the predators, at least, will change so they won’t need to eat the grazers. This brings us to mosquitoes and flies in Heaven as mentioned above: if the lion can be changed to be happy with straw, then the mosquito can likewise be changed. My guess is that they’ll be pollinators. Most are pollinators here in mortality, and only a few, and just the females at that, need blood. Flies and cockroaches will find some non-annoying purpose, too, though I’m not sure what.
To put this from the abstract into the concrete, we go to the near-death experience of Lance Richardson, “The Message”, pages 100-1: “As I looked upon the beauty, my eyes were suddenly caught by a mighty lion breaking through the bushes into the meadow. He looked directly at me. My immediate reaction was one of fear and I tensed . . . The lion began to walk right towards me until he stood exactly by my left side. Suddenly, it was as if I heard the lion’s spirit communicating to me, in my mind. ‘It’s all right. Don’t be afraid. All God’s creations are safe in this kingdom.” He winds up petting the lion, all the while being observed by a mother deer with her fawn, walking by calmly, peacefully, just 20 feet away.
Lundahl and Widdison continue (op cit): One boy, a three year old who had come out of a coma, reported playing with Jesus and some big and little puppies in a garden. (“Puppies”? And does this not imply that animals also come in male and female in paradise, and procreate?) Another related, “ . . . my joy was complete when into my arms sprang my little dog, young and full of life . . . I (caressed) him and (was) actually conscious of the smooth warm softness of his head and coat.”
Already mentioned is the plethora of educational facilities in the Cosmos. From our very beginnings to the point where we take upon us a spirit life form in the image of God, and from that spirit’s education in preparation to coming to mortality to receive a mortal body in that same image, schooling is seemingly a part of the Kingdom of God as breathing is to mortality. George Ritchie’s near death experience, (“Return from Tomorrow”, pages 69-71) describes a paradisiacal university: “Enormous buildings stood in a beautiful sunny park . . . it was more as if all the schools and colleges in the world were only piecemeal reproductions of this reality . . . it was more like some tremendous study center, humming with the excitement of great discovery . . . I glimpsed enormous rooms filled with complex equipment. In several of the rooms hooded figures bent over intricate charts and diagrams, or sat at the controls of elaborate consoles flickering with lights . . . We entered a studio where music of a complexity I couldn’t begin to follow was being composed and performed . . . “Why,” I found myself thinking, “Bach is only the beginning!”
“We walked through a library the size of the whole University of Richmond (with) rooms lined floor to ceiling with documents on parchment, clay, leather, metal, paper. “Here,” the thought occurred to me, “are assembled the important books of the universe.” Curiously, in one of the smaller rooms, “almost an annex” as Ritchie observes, is contained the central thought of this earth. (That’s the job I want in the Cosmos when I “graduate” here: browsing the bookstores of the Cosmos, and bringing back samples for this library.) I can’t help but wonder if “Becoming Human in the Cosmos” is part of this collection. (And, whispering in my ear comes the voice of my sarcastic Guardian Angel: “Yes, as a doorstop.”) This is interesting information. Let’s see where we can go with this, just for the fun of it.
One notes first; books from other planets are made of parchment, leather and paper among other materials. That means there are animals on other planets whose skins are used for generally the same purposes the skins of animals on earth have been used. This augurs well for planets similar to earth in the Cosmos. Paper, too, means plant materials such as trees and papyrus. Also, there is some math here that needs to be done.
If the library was the size of the whole University of Richmond and contains the books of all the earth-like worlds of the Cosmos, and a side annex, a smaller room contains the books of earth, then we could get a rough estimate of the number of earth-like worlds in the Cosmos where, at least, writing and the preservation of such in crude form has evolved. It’s a simple ratio: as the area of the University of Richmond is to the footprint of a small annex, so is the number of earth-type, inhabited worlds in the Cosmos.
The University of Richmond covers 350 acres. There are 43,650 square feet in one acre. Multiplying that, we get 15,246,000 square feet. Let’s assume the annex containing earth’s wisdom literature is 10 X 10, or 100 square feet. Dividing that into Richmond U’s square feet, we get 152,460 for the number of planets in the Cosmos that are earth-like, and have evolved to the point where there is a wisdom literature, and a means of preserving it. Let’s go with 150,000 for even numbers.
Now, let’s set that aside for a moment, and see how it compares with the Drake Equation, a formula put together by SETI researcher, (Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence), Frank Drake for giving a ballpark estimate of the number of civilizations in our galaxy that have evolved to the point of radio communication and reception. I won’t go into the math. For those interested, “Lonely Planets”, by David Grinspoon will give you the information you need on pages 295-301. Of course, the Drake equation deals only with our galaxy, and there are billions of those in the Cosmos, so anything we come up with will need to be multiplied by several billion, assuming God is the God of the whole Cosmos, not just our neighborhood. With all their variables and the like, SETI came up with an estimate of from 1,000 on the low side to one hundred million on the upper end. Give or take a few. Further, these are planets that have, presumably, evolved to the point of radio broadcast and reception. We’ve had that capability for only the last 100 years.
“My” 150,000+ is, therefore, several orders of magnitude on the low side, since I’m speaking of the entire Cosmos; the Drake equation solves only for our galaxy. But . . . If we consider earth is 4-1/2 billion years old, and human civilization has been around only for the last 50,000 years or so, and of that, there has been written language for only about 10,000 years (records of goat herds and the like), and wisdom literature is even younger, probably starting with the Egyptians of 5,000 years ago, then that 150 thousand + would represent only the tip of the iceberg of “Class M” planets, to use a “Star Trek” classification for earth-type worlds, but still falls short of the Drake equation, since it, also, is solving only for planets that have come as far as ours.
Another consideration is the “Goldilocks Zone” in which earth resides. It’s a great number of factors that I won’t detail here, but I’m not sure the Drake equation covers all of them. One of the parts of the equation is “ne”: . . . “the average number of planets, per star, with environments where life can evolve.” (Grinspoon, page 297.) Taking into account the “Goldilocks Zone”, as we will in a later chapter, I can’t help but think that would cut the number of planets proposed in the Drake Equation by quite a bit: there are an enormous amount of factors against a habitable, life sustaining environment. It still may not bring it down to 150,000, but it would at least be a few orders of magnitude closer. Bottom line, though: I’ve done about 10 minutes worth of work on this, the S.E.T.I. researchers have devoted months, I’m sure. It always annoys me when some crackpot tries to refute the scientific effort of months or years with a few minutes of armchair speculation, and now, I’m the crackpot. But, hell, this is just for fun. I’m not writing a proposal on which a NASA budget would be based.
To be slightly more precise, for every planet that has progressed to wisdom literature record keeping, there are about 1,000,000 planets cooling from the primordial gas clouds, to the being-constantly-hit-by-asteroids phase, to the volcanism and poison gas atmosphere stage, dinosaurs, and so on. That would be a total of 150 billion planets like earth in various stages through which earth has gone, or is going, in the Cosmos, assuming they all go that route. My personal feeling is they do, as directed by God, the ultimate human in this Cosmos, who desires that habitats suitable for humanity and its attendant life forms be created. Evolutionary theory has it that evolution could bring about any number of different life forms on other worlds, and this may be so; I’m sure there’s a lot of life out there that would just astound us, but, mainly, since a perfectly soul-developed human is at the head of the whole ball of wax, human-harboring planets are favored.
Professor Nibley addresses this situation in “Old Testament and Related Studies”: “There are all kinds of strange beasts on other worlds that we can’t even imagine. (The Zohar, perhaps the oldest Jewish writing known, says:) “There are all sorts of creatures for all sorts of environments. Only man is the same everywhere and yet he’s the most individual of all . . . man is the only one that is the same everywhere, because he adapts himself in a different way.” Another ancient writing quoted by Nibley, the Ginza, says, “Among ten thousand times ten thousand worlds, you will find no two alike.” (That would be 100 million planets; more than my 150,000, and less than the Drake equation.) A prayer from the Mandaean Prayer Book reads, “Before this world there were already a thousand thousand mysteries and a myriad myriad planets, each with its own mysteries. The multiplicity of worlds, as taught by the Early Church, formed a perfect unity as do the strings of a lyre. Each plays a different note; together they make marvelous harmony. If two strings play the same note, there is not much point to that.” (Pages 146-147.) (Cosmic string theory? Don't know. Another possible connection between current science and ancient writing? Isn't it going to be fun to see how all these things turn out?!)
This still doesn’t give us a nice correlation with the Drake Equation, but I’m not going to fudge numbers just to make my extravagant speculations look good. In a nutshell, these are the numbers so far, do with them what you will. The bottom line: the Cosmos is, again, tangible, nuts and bolts. We can (barely) get a grip on it, at least in terms of numbers that aren’t any bigger than our national debt. But, from all this, do you see a possible place for you in this expanding Cosmos? Even if you’re a caterer, the construction crews putting planets together will need lunch breaks. Well, back to paradise.
Plant life is touched on in “The Eternal Journey”, op cit, 144-146: again, just browsing through various selections: “Everywhere people look they are deeply impressed with the lush beauty of the spirit world . . . the grass is greener than anything seen on earth . . . there are flowers there in magnificent profusion and trees and shrubs and stretches of greensward . . . I was not prepared for the sweetest revelation of all; the all-pervading aroma of heaven – the heady perfume! . . . Over our heads was a pergola of vines, and crimson Virginia creeper, and wonderful tropical climbers whose delicate orchid blossoms and gorgeous riots of colour were mingled with the drooping tassels of wisteria – purple, lemon and white – and bunches of ripening grapes . . . nasturtiums, dahlias, tulips, roses, orchids, daisies, violets, Queen Anne Lace, lilac, goldenrod, (one assumes allergy has been eliminated in paradise.) Forget–me-nots, hyacinths, dandelions, (nice to see dandelions elevated above their status as weed), and cowslips. “Others noticed very impressive vegetable gardens. Still others saw or found themselves in vast fragrant orchards with trees laden with ripe fruit, which some individuals picked and ate.” As to forest trees, there were some beautiful but unfamiliar ones, and also, “ . . . oak, hickory trees, elms, chestnuts, poplars, birches and beeches.”
These are all the surroundings of the center of the Cosmos, the “City of Light”, the “Celestial City”, the place where God lives. It’s hard, from near death experiences, to get a focus on this city. I think many nde’rs mistake their immediate surroundings for their ultimate destiny; only a few report increasingly greater levels of light and glory; the most glorious of all is, of course, the city where God lives, also described as “The City of Light”. In the near death experience of a “Herr Pettersson”, he mistakes his surroundings for Heaven. He is straightened out by his spirit guide: “There were cities and villages, temples and palaces, flowers and animals of great beauty and variety . . . ‘I am afraid . . . that I do not comprehend you. Are we not in heaven?’ . . . ‘No, brother! The guide
replied, “we are not in what mortals call heaven! This is Hades!” (“The Eternal Journey”, op cit, pages 168-169.) “Pettersson was ultimately permitted to visit “heaven” and its indescribable beauty.
While there, he discovered that heaven also has multiple levels, and inhabitation of each level is contingent on one’s diligence on earth and in heaven.” (ibid.) “It seems that the assignment to a specific city is contingent on the actions and attitudes of the individual while on earth. The key that opens the gate to a specific city of light is the ability to dwell in the light of that city, and this evidently depends on behaviors during earth life.” (ibid.)
I’ve said many times that it behooves us to try and rise as high as we can, because then we have more options in the Cosmos. One of those options is that of visiting lower realms; we can go from higher to lower, but not lower to higher. “Travel seems to be relatively free from the higher realms to the lower, but not the reverse. Visits (from lower to higher) will be permitted, but only with escorts or guides . . . reasons for limiting access, both stated and implied, include the protection of individuals from being exposed to environments they could not withstand; to keep people from disrupting the work of those already in the city; to protect sacred areas from people who do not or cannot appreciate them; and to keep people out of areas in which they do not need to be or are not qualified to enter.” (ibid.)
And so, at the end of a busy day, a couple from the higher realms may go to the lower to enjoy a night out on the Cosmos. All the best buffets are in the lower kingdoms of the universe. (Sin of gluttony.) OK, sorry; I was leading you on. This does, however, coordinate with what John says at the end of his description of the City of God as described in Revelations 21: 10-27. We’ll consider just vs. 27: “And there shall in no wise enter into it any thing that defileth, neither whatsoever worketh abomination, or maketh a lie; but they which are written in the Lamb’s book of life.”
This description of that city comes from Crowther’s “Life Everlasting”, page 463: “The hillside ahead continued its ascent, ending at the base of a mountain. Cliffs rose steeply, disappearing into a hazy mist . . . At the base of the mountains lay a glorious city. Tall spires and pinnacles rose in exalted splendor, challenging the clouds above for dominance. Light radiated, undulating from the pearlized buildings. A thousand different shades of color filled the spectrum . . . each spire’s dome was capped in pure gold. Pinnacles the color of platinum rose among the spires.” In this city is God’s house. As we have described him as tangible above, it only makes sense that He has a place He calls “home”. It is described thus (465, ibid): “My guide pointed to a mansion which excelled everything else in perfection and beauty. It was clothed with fire and intense light. It appeared a fountain of light, throwing brilliant scintillations of glory all around it, and I could conceive of no limit to which these emanations extended. Said my guide, ‘that is where God resides.’”
Some may protest that, to put God in a specific geographic location, such as a “house”, is to limit Him, confine Him. A radio announcer, limited and confined in a studio nonetheless has his voice transmitted to whatever receiver can pick him up, depending on the strength of the signal. God’s “signal” is infinitely strong: having Him in a home doesn’t limit Him: His influence and awareness extend throughout the Cosmos.
In the Book of Revelations, chapter 21, vs. 11-21, John is asked to measure the Celestial City. He does so; I won’t go into the details and crunch the numbers, but the conclusion is, generally, that the city is some 1,360 miles long, wide and high. That’s fanciful, to say the least; we must not judge these things with the mortal mindset, though I imagine a penthouse on top of a 1,360 mile high building would have one hell of a view. But, some of the descriptions from near death experiences of the buildings do indicate large structures. “Harriet Ovard Lee saw a massive building of indescribable magnificence whose dimensions extended beyond her vision. She noted that just one of its pillars exceeded the size of major buildings on earth and that the building was of dazzling whiteness.” (“The Eternal Journey”, op cit, page 159.)
Before we leave, I need to pass on this interesting account of a near death visit to, I think not “THE” City of Light, but one of its “suburbs”, if you will: “I was surprised to see while many of the homes were spacious, others were very small. Some were barely larger than a small kitchen or a large bathroom. I couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to live in a house so small. I asked my brother about this. ‘That was all the material they sent up’, was his strange reply. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked. ‘That was all the good works they sent up’, he replied, meaning that the size of a house one gets in paradise is determined (on earth) by the quantity and quality of the good deeds performed.” We pause to note this is “paradise“, not Heaven. (Ibid, 158.) The reason I think this isn’t our
ultimate goal or destiny is because of the inequality in housing. The City of Light will not be a place of inequality, where the mortal short-comings of people will be so visibly on display. They would be embarrassed to be there; we, passing by, assuming our worthiness, would feel embarrassed for them. Many times in the New Testament, Christ warned us to not put our trust in earthly riches where moth and rust corrupt, but in heavenly treasures. We see his point made tangible in this experience.
One hates to leave this paradise, but we must face all the reality of the Cosmos. There is an opposite to this, just as there must be an opposite to all things. Just as we have called the above paradise, hesitant to call it our final state, and there is much reason to believe that, as fine as these surroundings seem to be, there is greater yet . . . so we are hesitant to call our next stop “hell”: for as dark and frightening as this place is, there is worse to come for those who by their own volition refuse to escape it. The Catholics, with whom I certainly am no doctrinal expert, have used such words as “limbo” and “purgatory” as punishing or preparatory alternatives to “hell”, and I don’t feel they are too far off the mark in this.
“Spirit prison” is not without scriptural authority. 1 Peter 3: 18-19 uses the term. In this case, those who had ignored Noah’s warning voice when he was building the ark in preparation for the flood, inhabited it. As Jesus went and preached to them, we must assume that they were being given a second chance at hearing the message of salvation, since they had heard and blown off their first chance with Noah, and since if they were doomed eternally to torment in hell, then there would be no use for Christ to go there and preach to them. So, we’ll use the term “spirit prison” and assume that it is a figure of a stopping point short of hell; one where we get a close look if we’re willing to see, of the unhappiness and frustration that is in store for us if we continue to ignore Jesus Christ and the way He has shown us.
When we talk of hell, many think in terms of a great Hieronymous Bosch painting from the Middle Ages, where demons with pitchforks are tormenting sinners, and there are some who are bent over double with their heads up their posteriors. I love a good Bosch painting; they are so full of fancy and busy-ness. But, they aren’t a true depiction of the infernal regions any more than sitting on a cloud and playing a harp forever accurately depicts Heaven. The phrase “Lake of fire and brimstone” as used in the scriptures, is metaphorical, as we’ll see as this chapter unfolds.
First off, the common concepts of hell as referred to above are one of the main reasons many thinking people reject religion. God they can buy, Heaven sounds nice; but hell? Eternal torment? Demons, pitchforks, and burning lakes of fire and brimstone? Let’s see if for a moment we can remove some of the baggage from the concepts of hell and evil, and put them into rational terms.
The picturesque and frightening concepts of hell weren’t part of the original teachings of Jesus Christ, but crept into the church in the Middle Ages as exemplified in such works as Dante’s “Inferno”, and Bosch’s paintings as mentioned, although some physical punishment ideas were also expressed by some of the early Christian martyrs. Unfortunately, probably because of its emotional impact on church-goers, the eternal punishment doctrines took hold, and have been an un-invited baggage to religion ever since.
Frederick W. Farrar, A Cannon at Westminster Abbey around 1877, wrote “Mercy and Judgment”, published in 1881, in which he took the “eternal flames and punishment” doctrines of the time to task. For example, here’s what he was up against:
Read this grim spectacle from Jonathon Edwards, an American minister in early colonial times: “The God that holds you over the pit of hell, much in the same way as one holds a spider or some loathsome insect, abhors you and is dreadfully provoked. He will trample them beneath His feet with inexpressible fierceness. He will crush their blood out, and will make it fly, so that it will sprinkle His garment and stain all His raiment.” (102). One might ask, where is the God who is love? (1 John 4: 8.) They further applied damnation to unbaptized infants, though some tried to soften it by saying it would be of “Very slight character.” (141) What? Only first degree burns, like sunburns on these innocent babes?
Farrar argued in a theology known as “The Wider Hope”, that such teachings as Edwards’s gave Christianity, created “ . . . the perfect fear which casts out all love.” (109). (A play on the scripture in 1 John 4: 18, which reads, “ . . . perfect love casteth out fear.”) His research led him to the conclusion that Hell “ . . . was originally formed not to express mere torture, but cleansing, correcting, delivering from the stain of sin.” (408). As to duration: “The death of the soul shall last as long as its willing sinfulness lasts, and its ‘hell’ burn as long as its enmity to God continues . . . hell and death are endless conditions so long as there is persistent impenitence.” (482), and “I believe . . . that eternity has nothing to do with duration . . . So eternal life is God’s own life; it is essential life, and eternal punishment is the misery belonging to the nature of sin, and not coming from outward sources.” (395). “Eternity consists, not in endlessness, but in knowing, seeing and loving God . . . to make it a synonym of time endlessly prolonged is a conception as mean in philosophy as it is false theologically.” (398).
Farrar’s idea of punishment and misery coming internally rather than externally, flames and such, is easier to conceptualize. Have you ever felt just plain dumb from something you’ve done? Ever wished you could wind time back, and re-do a particular act? For a small example with me, I recently got a speeding ticket. As a truck driver, this goes on my record and jeopardizes my employment. Many is the time since I’ve wished I could go back and bring my foot off the gas pedal just a bit to avoid that moment. I think it’s the same with our status before God, and the repentance Farrar talks of is that true desire to do differently the next time around.
But to me, the bottom line is that when we die, we’ll be with people who are basically like us.
I don’t mean in terms of hobbies and career paths, hair or skin color, but rather moral equivalents, their outlook on life and subsequent approach to it.
For example: I’d like to think that where I go when I die, women will be able to walk in the evening and enjoy the aromas and sights of lovely night-blooming flowers without fear of being attacked or hassled. They’ll be able to leave their homes unlocked, with no worries of someone walking in while they’re gone and going through their things. No one will be drunk or on drugs, pornography won’t exist. There will be ready and cheerful help when it is needed, for example, in moving from one place to another. Though I don’t think money will be a part of these environs, it wouldn’t matter; all financial dealings and agreements would be conducted with complete trust and honesty. Children will be loved and played with. The environment would be cherished, appreciated, and cared for.
I seriously hope part of my activities in the next life will be coaching Little League Baseball. I did that for five years, and those were easily some of the happiest years of my life. I say with joy and fond memories that there was a time in my adult life when the 10 year-olds in our neighborhood who wanted to get up a baseball game, would come by and ask me to play, too. I’d put my computer on “save”, and join them. (Of course, I was the coach, had the equipment, and could drive them to the ball field, but I like to believe they wanted me to play with them, anyway.) And now, we each must ask ourselves: “If, when I die, I go to a place where everyone is basically like me, will it be Heaven or Hell? Will I be able to trust my fellow residents? Will they be likable?” Look in the mirror, not of your bathroom, but of your soul. There you will see your heaven or hell, your eternal reward.
And on the other side of the coin, will the residents be self-righteous and judgmental? Are they thinking now that I’ll go to hell for what I’ve written? Do they gloat when they think of their imagined eternal rewards, and the rest of us burning in a literal lake of fire and brimstone? Do they have the not-so secretive smugness of the Pharisee who, in Luke 18: 11-12 prayed, “ . . . God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican. I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess.”
If God keeps me out of such company, I may not be in Heaven, but a true paradise it will be.
And let’s deal quickly with those filled with pride and immaturity who claim they’d rather rule in hell than be a servant in Heaven. OK. What kind of people would you be ruling over? Could you trust them? How well would you sleep at night? Any time a report came in of work done or situations set up, could you be sure that what you heard or read was accurate? And your personal security: You’d be surrounded by guards that you know good and well are scheming against you behind your back, and will do you in for drug money the first chance they get. And do you want to take your complaints to a judge and court? Do you have enough money to buy both judge and jury, and, even if you do, will they stay bought? And dealing with the lawyers. Don’t get me started down that road. Rule in hell? Uneasy lies the head that wears that crown.
Angie Fenimore, “Beyond the Darkness” op cit, defines hell: “Hell, while also a specific dimension, is primarily a state of mind. When we die, we are bound by what we think . . . we are gathered together with those who think as we do. This ordering is completely natural and is consistent with how we choose to live while we are in this world.” (144-145.)
Though not the literal lake of fire and brimstone, it is real, and is a place of serious suffering. Lundahl and Widdison’s “The Eternal Journey”, op cit, has a chapter devoted to it, and here are some excerpts. They quote Don Brubaker’s near death experience, page 230-2, who descended into hell during a heart attack. It wasn’t so much that he was evil, but rather that God wanted him to experience hell, then come back and testify of its reality: “You’ll first experience hell . . . to prove to you the reality of evil. You’ve only believed that there was goodness. You must see for yourself that hell is real. And then you can tell others about the awful reality of hell, and about the beautiful glory of heaven . . . You must tell others about me and about Satan. You must make them understand that there are very real choices they must make.”
Strangely, it’s easy enough, it would seem, to escape hell: “(there were) bedraggled beings shuffling along in the ‘dark, damp, musty cave’ blindly following each other, convinced that they were trapped in their sins and could not be saved.” Don knew that if they would just look up to God, they could be saved from eternal enslavement, but they resisted. They had been so blinded by Satan that they could not believe that God would or could forgive them . . . they are prisoners of their own doubts and feelings of worthlessness.
“Blinded by Satanic philosophies, they could not, they would not, accept the fact that they could escape, that there was a God who could save them.” (232-3, ibid.) Many other near death experiences tell of these dark realms where the light shines just above the inhabitants, but they don’t have the heart to look up to it and gain release. It reminds me of the story of Moses and the children of Israel who were suffering death from an infestation of venomous snakes. Moses held up a brass serpent for the people to look at, with the promise that if they did, they’d be healed. Some did and were healed; some refused and died. All we have to do is look; it’s worth the try. Such an incredible promise for so little effort. (Ref: Num. 21: 4-9.) The bottom line: “Heaven is real and so is God. But Hell is also real and so is Satan . . . Love is the essence of Heaven and everything else leads us away from love and God.” (Ibid; 233.)
As to the reality of Lucifer, Satan, or the chief angel of hell, this quick look at him comes from Nibley’s “An Approach to the Book of Abraham”, as he cites old Abrahamic legends about Lucifer: “The Satan of the Abraham traditions is no fantastic monster with claws and horns; he is a handsome, well-dressed man and a persuasive speaker . . . he can be recognized not by frightful deformities, but . . . by a (1) disturbing eye, (2) a haughty spirit, and (3) a proud mind . . . “ (Page 465.)
The Egyptians claimed Lucifer is denied many of the major pleasures of mortality and eternal life such as . . . “posterity, one’s own house and grounds, soul, intelligence, body, shades, words of power, healthy members, proper tombs, fields, trees, plants, water, bread, fire, warmth, children, relatives, head, arms, legs, ears, seed, seeing the sun very day.” (Nibley, “One Eternal Round”, page 29.)
I do have one small hope of a personal hell: I fantasize there’s a special place that has been thoroughly trashed. The public facilities are smashed, there’s graffiti and garbage; soiled diapers are strewn about, and one can’t walk barefoot on a beach or alongside a stream because of the broken beer glass. Every creek and riverbed will be loaded with abandoned cars, tires, mattresses, refrigerators and the like. To this place will be sent those who think of this world as their personal garbage can, who for sport or whatever thrill they get from it smash public facilities so they can’t be used. There will be no animals, fish or insects except those that can live in landfills and garbage dumps, such as flies, rats and cockroaches, to whom such environs would be paradise. Upon arrival, the candidates sent there will be given a shovel and a supply of garbage bags, and told to either clean it up, or live in the equivalent of the mess they left behind.
Lord knows I’m not a tree-hugging environmentalist: I’ve worked in the timber and mining industries, both in at least the top five for environmental devastation, but I do, dearly, love this earth and her beauty, and am sure that earth at her best is a sample of paradise. And such places exist; national parks, animal sanctuaries. God will hold us accountable not just for how we treat other humans, but for how we’ve behaved towards all of His creation. Someone who comes into my house and beats my children is just as much an enemy to me as someone who comes onto my property and spray-paints graffiti, tears up my garden and breaks my windows. Well, the above is a fantasy. I don’t pass it off as gospel.
But first, let us consider the necessity and definition of evil, for without that, a discussion of hell is out of context. We talk of “necessary evil”. It is, actually. Professor Nibley writes of evil thus in “Eloquent Witness: Nibley on Himself, others, and the Temple.” (Pages 439-40.) “ . . . evil is in our world, evil spoils everything and it is everywhere . . .it was planned that way. We were once at one with the Father and hope to be so again. But meantime we are being prepared for a higher order of glory; our whole life here is a state of probation . . . we cannot proceed into the eternities in ignorance; we must know the worst if we are to cope with the worst . . . We come down here to discover those weaknesses and vices that could not come out in the presence of God and angels to dig out the nitty-gritty of our earthly existence . . .“
What, then, is evil? It’s easy enough to say that evil is anything that God doesn’t like, that He’s issued commandments against. OK, that’s right, but, why? Again, we must unpack the emotional connotations and baggage of millennia, and distill the true nature of sin and/or evil. Let’s set aside, for the moment, such words as “wicked”, “filthy”, “bad.”
One “cool-headed” approach is that of Leon R. Kass, “The Beginning of Wisdom; Reading Genesis”, page 140. In discussing the primordial sin of Cain slaying his brother Abel, Kass says, “The (original Hebrew) word for sin, chatath, comes from a root, chata, that means ‘to miss the mark.’ To the morally uninstructed, like Cain, it might mean simply “failure”. One doesn’t want to write off the murder of one’s brother as a simple “missing of the mark”, but, for the general nature of sin, this definition from an original root word can take some of the emotional and connotational baggage out of the word and the concept. And, “missing the mark”: by how much did Cain “miss” it? In shooting at a target, one can be a centimeter off the bullseye, a foot, several yards, or one can turn around and shoot his arrow in the opposite direction at the Judge. There are degrees of “missing” here, and, obviously, they can get progressively more serious. And, what is the mark that we are missing? Once again, we are created in the image and likeness of God,and anything that moves us off of that ultimate target, which is Jesus Christ, our model and pattern, is, therefore, sin, or evil.
One of the early church fathers, Origen, was said to have made these statements on evil: “Evil is nothing else than refusal to accept progress . . . hell is what lies in the opposite direction from that of progress, a state of inert and helpless being. Hell is not lively; it is the opposite of action, energy, purpose, and motion. The devil has no real purpose; all he is trying to do is thwart someone else’s purpose.” (Nibley, “Old Testament and Related Studies”, op cit, pages 150-151.)
Using Solzhenitsyn as our guide from the first chapter, if the purpose of this life is “the development of the soul”, then let us define evil as anything that interferes with the development of the soul. And let’s not be too radical or fundamentalistic about this. We can’t be gung-ho developing our souls 24/7. There are times to kick back and enjoy ourselves, and to rest. Wisely and judiciously done, recreation, and even the occasional bout of silliness and play are important to the development of the soul. Balance. Balance.
So, we have “sin” or “evil” as a willful failure to progress, a missing of the mark, and my personal take that it is a lack of soul development, whether through willful foot-dragging, or choosing soul-destroying activities instead of soul-building ones.
As to what constitutes the development of your soul vis-à-vis mine is a matter for you to work out with God as far as such general things as talents, education and service are concerned. As each of us is unique, and only He knows our true needs, potentials and capabilities, then He alone is the best guide for where our souls should be heading, and as to what may or may not constitute “evil” in our specific situations, but when it comes to evil in general, there are evils applicable to all humanity. We mentioned earlier that each developing soul starts out at the lowest level of sentience possible, and is given the choice to either advance or stay as they are. We’ve all chosen to go as far as to be created in the image of God, and therefore have the potential to become as He is. Not, I stress, to replace Him; that is impossible, not to mention ungrateful and rebellious, but to share in the family business from the lower levels of responsibility to even the highest levels of all. Anything that interferes with that ultimate possibility is, therefore, evil, if that ultimate possibility is what we and God desire.
If we so desire. Most of us won’t. Only a few will make it all the way, as Jesus illustrated: “ . . . strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.” (Matt. 7: 14.) But this doesn’t mean all the rest go to a flaming hell. In any large corporation on earth, there’s maybe one C.E.O. for every 2,000 employees at various lower levels. (Numbers aren’t accurate; they’re just for illustration’s sake.) But, in any major corporation, how many workers actually want to be the C.E.O? Many are content with the job they’re doing and the contribution they’re making.
Couple that with a “C.E.O.’s salary and perks”, and even fewer would strive for top leadership. In The Kingdom of God, we’ll all have the “C.E.O.’s salary and perks”, for there will be no material inequalities. The top responsibilities, creating new universes and getting all levels of life in them up and running, are reserved only for those who go so far as to become one with God in that He allows them to open, as mentioned previously, “branch offices of Salvation, Inc.” Do you want that kind of responsibility? I’m not sure I do. We’ll just have to see as we go, but in the meantime, I want to develop my soul as far as I can take it.
Just as there are levels of life from earliest sentience to our current state, so there are levels in our current state. Many near death experiences speak of levels of greater happiness and advancement beyond that which the temporary traveler is experiencing. The scriptures themselves mention multiple levels besides “Heaven or Hell”. Quick examples: Paul in 1 Corinthians 15: 41-42 depicts the resurrection of the dead into three levels comparable in glory to the sun, moon and stars. He also writes of being caught up to a “third heaven.” If there is a third heaven, then that implies a first and second, does it not? (2 Cor. 12: 2.)
And so, is it evil if a person comes up worthy of only the first level of heaven, and the second and third remain above him? He could have made it to the third; but something in his nature and personality balked, and said, “That’s good enough, I’ll be happy with what I have.” I think, ultimately, it will be no more evil than it was for your dog who chose to remain at “dog”, and not progress any farther in his development.
But, if you could have gone farther, it will at least be a shame, if not evil.
At age 59 as I write this, I look back on my life, normal for this age, and think, “I could have been a doctor.” I love biology and the medical arts, and think I even have a gift for it; I imagine I could have done great good for the ill and suffering. I chose instead to be a disc jockey. I don’t regret that choice per-se; I had 20 years in a career I loved, and developed many talents therein, but I do feel I could have made better use of my talents and intelligence, and contributed more to humanity. My regrets are small: I don’t beat myself up over them, but, in the eternal long run, multiply those regrets by infinity and see what you get.
On the one hand, we have the famous ending to the poem: “Of all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these; it might have been.” For those of us who don’t go all the way, that will be a part of our eternal baggage. Consider this metaphor: You go to your high school’s 25th reunion. There you encounter the class clown; the kid who barely scraped through, and was socially promoted instead of truly graduating. He’s had three wives, has fathered at least eight children, none of whom he has any contact with. He works at a car wash . . . when he shows up. He’s drunk now, and will be more drunk as the evening progresses. He’s making passes at the women in attendance, which will degenerate into clumsy, drooling gropings as the night wears on.
He is just as immature, loud, obnoxious and irresponsible as he was 25 years ago; he has made no progress whatsoever, except for an expanded waistline, and a few missing teeth from fights. All of his problems are the faults of someone else; the government, his family, the school, his friends. If only they’d all treated him differently, he could have made something of himself. What can we say of this person who seems eternally stuck in the role of high school doofus? Is he truly incapable of growing up, or is he just mired where he is for who knows what reason? And will we not meet the equivalent of these people by the millions when we pass through that tunnel of light? And will we be one of them?
But, if, taking a long, hard look at the duties and responsibilities of Our Father, we decide “that’s not for me, I’ll be happy to settle into something a bit less stressful”, then this is an agency option that will be chosen, I think, by the vast majority of His children. The choice to fully function as Our Father is functioning is a choice that I don’t think we should either deny or accept at this point; there’s way too much we don’t know to make a fully informed choice. I think, at this stage, we should just choose on a daily basis to develop our souls, to choose to grow in wisdom, love and good actions, and let the future take care of itself. Is a six-year-old child out on the playground with her friends ready to make the choices she needs to make to become a brain surgeon? No, she needs to learn how to read and do basic numbers, and get along with her peers. Progressing all the way to brain surgeon is something that will evolve as her education and maturity come. In other words: let’s not sweat this godhood thing just yet. Let’s just take one day at a time. But, as to evil.
First, let’s fix its location. One of the great lessons Solzhenitsyn learned from his gulag experience was the place of evil: the human heart. “ . . . the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart? During the life of any heart this line keeps changing place; sometimes it is squeezed one way by exuberant evil and sometimes it shifts to allow enough space for good to flourish.” (“Gulag Archipelago, Volume 1”, page 168.)
He elaborates on this theme in volume 2: “Gradually it was disclosed to me that the line separating good and evil passes . . . through every human heart . . . even within hearts overwhelmed by evil, one small bridgehead of good is retained. And even in the best of all hearts, there remains . . . an un-uprooted small corner of evil.” (Page 615.) He makes the wise observation that most political parties, revolutions and the like try to deal with evil by eliminating their competition, which they deem evil. This never works. The only way to get rid of evil is for each individual to battle, constrict and confine it within his own heart. We can’t control that which goes on in the hearts of others, as expressed in the chapter on agency. We are allowed only our own hearts to work with, though in the capacities of parents, teachers, ministers, counselors and the like, we may help and advise those wrestling with the darkness that is in their heart.
In “Beyond the Darkness”, Angie Fenimore observes likewise: “Most of us have a combination of the two, (an essence of darkness or of light), and the proportions of each shift with each thought that is conceived in our minds, with every television show that we watch, with the words that we say, and with each of our interactions with other people. Even a smile can alter the balance. We have incredible power to create for good or for evil by the substance – light or darkness – that we use to form our words and deeds and even our thoughts.” (pages 131-132.)
Fenimore goes on to show the importance of fighting back the darkness in our hearts. Light and dark are as separate as water and oil. We say there are shades of gray: these exist only in our limited mortal sight. If I have a gray background on my computer, it’s only because there are black and white pixels which, when blended together, give the appearance of gray. In this mortal sphere, dark and light can be closely intertwined and hard to separate, but, they are, ultimately, different and need to be recognized, each for what it is, and the dark disentangled and pushed out. This must be done through an act of will on our part; an honest look at the darkness that is within us, a desire to halt its advance and push it back and out is needed to combat evil.
It can’t be done through legislation or the outside force of discipline. (Though some, who cannot control their actions which stem from the evil in their hearts need to be confined so they won’t hurt others, obviously.) She says, ibid, page 137, “I understood that everything that enters our minds influences us and can alter the balance of light and darkness within us. Around the time of my death, (a suicide attempt), I had found myself attracted to morbid and dark literature as well as television and movies of a dark nature.” She concludes with a sobering warning: “ . . . the war between darkness and light upon the earth has grown so intense that if we are not continually seeking light, the darkness will consume us and we will be lost.” (Ibid, 145.)
Let’s consider some of the traditional evils in terms of development of the soul, and see why they are “evil”. First, murder. That brings to a screeching halt the progress of someone else’s soul, at least as far as the mortal experience goes. That soul can continue to develop in the spirit realms, but there are unique experiences here that can’t be had elsewhere. For example; nowhere else in the Cosmos do we have to deal with poverty, illness, handicaps, warfare, or the perfidy of other humans. These, though a damn nuisance at times, are nonetheless things that most quickly and strongly develop our souls. More on this in a later chapter. As to the development of the soul of the murderer: he has demonstrated an anti-life bent and is totally out of synch with the direction of the Cosmos as previously discussed. It’s like trying to go on to college while deliberately throwing away the knowledge one has obtained in elementary school.
The evil of adultery: The Cosmos consists of a family relationship at the top, a Father and Mother God having children. Adultery is anti-family. It destroys the love and trust needed between a man and a woman to form the basis of a stable home. One of our greatest and hardest tasks here is to form a loving, functioning bond with a member of the opposite sex, have children together, and put in place a home similar to the Heavenly home from which we came. And, looking at our current divorce rate, it’s obviously not an easy assignment. Plus, even with families that do stay together, how many of them are stable, nurturing and nourishing environments for the growth of children? No one said it would be easy. Adultery is a big roadblock in the development of these close spousal relationships, and therefore a big roadblock in the mutual development of the two souls so involved, not to mention their children.
The evil of homosexuality: this is in the same ballpark as adultery as far as I’m concerned. The Cosmos being based on a heterosexual relationship, and the expansion of human life, the homosexual relationship contributes nothing to this. Do I believe homosexuals will find themselves in a burning hell? No. But they may feel themselves on the outside looking in: the souls of their contemporaries on earth will be putting together their eternal families, and beginning to expand and populate their portions of the Cosmos from experiences garnered in a heterosexual relationship on earth. Homosexuals will have no such background from which to draw the resources needed.
Historian Will Durant, “The Pleasures of Philosophy” writes wisely on the heterosexual relationship: “It is time that makes at last the complete marriage of two souls. For in those years of parentage how many trials must come; and how many vicissitudes of fortune, how many tortures of the body and terrors of the heart! Sickness brings to the fickle fancy a certain depth and soberness, and love takes on new life in the imminence of death. Plans made and tried together, victories won hand in hand, and desolation shared, mortise congenial minds into a spiritual partnership that almost rises to a merger of personalities; even the two faces may become alike. To watch together over the cradles of children, to see them grow, and to give them at last, reluctantly to some younger love, is to be made one. When the home that has echoed with the laughter of children is haunted with their still memory, love, as if in consolation, brings all its wealth again to the comrades of many years. Its great gamut is not full till it has soothed with its warmest presence the loneliness of age and the nearness of the Great Enemy. Those who knew it as desire knew only the root and flesh of it; the soul of it remains now, with every physical element burned away. In this re-mating of old hearts the spiritual flowering of the body’s hunger is complete.” (Page 113.)
Gays simply won’t have the established relationships and experiences to continue to completion the establishment of an eternal family. The development of their souls to the ultimate potential comes to a halt. And, maybe they don’t mind; maybe, as long as they have the same sex partner of their choice and are happy together, it’s no big deal. As I said earlier, not everyone wants to be a C.E.O. in this family business. Each soul must seek that which will be a satisfactory level of eternal happiness for them, and it’s none of our business where others settle. But, I feel we need to go forward with knowledge of the consequences of our choices and actions. Those who choose not to resist the temptation of same sex attraction effectively bring to a halt the ultimate development of their souls. If you’re going there, at least go there knowingly.
The evil of pornography: We are created in the image and likeness of God. Pornography turns that image into that of a rutting animal. It almost always exploits the more vulnerable of our species; females to be sure, sometimes, at its worst, children and animals. I take it quite literally, and I think God does too, that those who would harm one of His “little ones” would be better off had they tied a millstone around their neck and jumped into the sea. (Mark 9: 42.) But to just view this Satanic dreck is bad enough: there’s no way we can stand before God having gotten thrills and entertainment from watching our brothers and sisters turn the image of God into that of animals in heat, humiliating and disgracing themselves for drug money, and think it’s OK with God, that He’ll marvel at the development of our souls. Think also: these are His children that we’re watching debase themselves. If you had a daughter who was making porn flicks and a neighbor reported to you how he had seen her performing certain acts, and what a great little whore she was, would you feel kindly towards that neighbor?
The last three evils had to do with sexual conduct: no one need think I’m a prude. I’ve fathered four children, and had a close, loving, intimate physical relationship with my wife. The point is, God has temporarily given us one of His greatest gifts, the gift of procreation, or creating life, indeed in His own image. To put it accurately: we create mortal vessels for His spirit child life that He sends to them, but among other purposes, it’s still a test to see what we’d do with the life-creating gift, and what we do with that gift, or talent, will be called to account as we stand before Him for that inevitable life review. Remember, in the parable of the talents, that the talent is taken away from him who misused it, and given to one who used his correctly. (Matt. 25: 14-30.)
Imagine giving your 10 year-old a $15,000 Rolex watch for Christmas. A few minutes later, you hear a banging out in the garage, and go out to see what he’s doing. You find him hammering nails into a board with it. It’ll be a cold day in hell before you give that kid another Rolex. Same with God, and the precious gifts He gives to us: if we don’t appreciate them and use them properly for our own development and the development of others, they’ll be taken away from us. You love sex? Sure. It’s fun, it feels good, it creates a special bond between lovers that can’t be had by any other means. It’s temporary, unless you prove worthy. Uncontrolled creation of life in the Cosmos would have the same disastrous results that it has here, only on an infinitely larger order. And the results it has here? How many of our prison inmates were children who weren’t wanted by their fathers, but were just the result of an uncontrolled moment? The wise heads of the Cosmos won’t let us criminalize their environs as we do our current realms.
The evil of theft: Since theft is based on material greed for the most part, the thief is again out of synch with the Cosmos. In the Cosmos all have all the material goods they need without price or labor. Thievery contributes but little to the development loss of the soul of the victim, unless the victim dwells on it and obsesses over revenge and anger. But the thief has demonstrated a willingness to not work and earn his own way, and to victimize his brother or sister. The Cosmos is based on relations of trust: God only trusts those to open their “branch offices” who have proven trustworthy. You can’t trust a thief. It’s not so much that we’ll have stuff in the eternities that can be stolen and we’ll need to guard; it’s that we’ll not want to work with someone who didn’t want to work honestly and constructively in mortality.
The thief will be greatly limited in his options in the Cosmos. And, we must all remember: the entire Cosmos knows our character. There are no secrets. A person who has gotten away with thievery all their lives here will be as transparent as glass there. Their sneaking and duplicitous souls will have severe limits on where they can go and what they can do. The scriptures allude to this. “He that is faithful in that which is least is faithful also in much: and he that is unjust in the least is unjust also in much. If therefore ye have not been faithful in the unrighteous mammon, who will commit to your trust the true riches?” (Luke 16: 10-11.) You’ve shoplifted a 99 cent candy bar? The whole Cosmos knows.
Philosopher Emanuel Swedenborg claimed that everything we’ve ever thought or done is a permanent part of our memories, and these memories are accessed at the life review. “There were people who denied crimes and disgraceful things they had committed in the world. So lest people believe them innocent, all things were uncovered and reviewed out of their memory . . . Foremost were matters of adultery and whoredom . . . their wiles and thefts were recounted one after another – many of them things hardly anyone in the world had known other than the thieves themselves. They admitted them, too (since they were made clear as daylight) . . . there were people who took bribes and made a profit out of judicial decisions . . . there was one person who thought nothing of disparaging others . . . All these elements were set forth and presented together in wholly lifelike fashion; yet the details had been studiously covered up by him while he had lived in the world . . “(Luhdahl and Widdison, op cit, pages 258-9.)
The evil of lying: The Cosmos is based on truth. Those who lie, especially to destroy the character of others, are trying to function in a Cosmos that doesn’t exist. Like the thieves mentioned above, no one will be able to trust them. And, everyone will know they’re lying. There is no escape from full disclosure. Imagine a liar being asked if the solar system he has overseen is ready to function for the benefit of human life. He has fudged his work, but thinks he can fob it off on an unsuspecting deity. The planet is populated, a couple billion souls; all of a sudden, the sun goes supernova and all life is obliterated without chance for their growth and development. Would God allow such malfeasance as this? Of course not. And He won’t allow liars to have any serious responsibilities in the Cosmos, either.
The evils of addictions. We’ll see later in a near-death vision of those who gave their lives over to drugs and alcohol here, what a tragic state they’re in as the addictions appear to deepen beyond physical need to spiritual and mental. Addiction is, almost literally, a chain, and those who have gone too long in these habits will find themselves no more capable of escaping these obsessions in the eternities than they can here. Best not to start. Best to take abstinence seriously and get help if you’ve already begun using drugs.
Further, addiction centers our lives on chemical substances as a source of “joy” when the only true source of joy is a life centered on Christ. It’s like a teacher trying to teach a class where every student is plugged into his MP-3 player listening to music played at full blast. The teacher can’t get through; as we’ll see as we go, neither can Christ.
The list of sins is long, but you get the general drift. All sin of whatever form interferes with the development of the soul of the sinner, to be sure, and in many cases the soul of the person sinned against if they don’t handle it properly. I believe we must conduct our lives in conformity with the eschatological outlook as mentioned in chapter #1, and put sin into that context.
And let’s consider “victimless” crime. Take gambling. If one has the money, or the ability to stop at certain points so they don’t bankrupt their family, or if they have no family so their losses are only their own and they aren’t taking food out of the mouths of their children, what’s the harm? Many have said that gambling is evil because we’re trying to get something for nothing. That, to me, is a minor flaw if at all. Our whole lives are something for nothing; when have we ever sent God a payment for our life? And, what of investing in the stock market? Isn’t that a form of gambling, of trying to get something for nothing? I think the problem with gambling is that we are hoping, tacitly and sub-consciously at least, for the failure and misfortune of our brothers and sisters. We can’t win unless they lose, and it is this element of dark feelings towards our brothers and sisters that is harmful.
When you’re pulling the lever on a slot machine, you may not be deliberately hoping for evil luck to befall the person next to you, but that’s what has to happen for you to win. If you go out of the casino with $1,000, it’s not the casino’s money; it’s the money of all those going out with you with sour looks on their faces. And, imagine yourself going out of the casino with $1,000 less than what you came in. Going out with you is a typical “trailer-trash” female; thick makeup, belly flab hanging out over her low-rider bright lime-green polyester too-tight pants, hair colored outrageous pink and piled up in some kind of ungodly beehive, and she’s dancing around gloating, “I won! I won!” Are the thoughts in your heart “Congratulations! I’m so happy for you!”, or are they a bit darker? I’m betting . . . well, maybe that’s the wrong word . . . that the set of your heart at that moment would be uncharitable at least; certainly unacceptable before God, whose daughter and your sister the trailer-trash female is. And with that attitude in our heart, can we truly say our soul is developed?
By the way, as to the stock market, so I don’t leave any loose ends from above: with investing, though one is in a real sense gambling and trying to get something for nothing, or minimal investment, at least we’re hoping for the success and not the failure of our brothers and sisters. If the business in which one has invested does well, then one does well, too. That is, as far as I’m concerned, a higher level of heart-set than pure gambling where you tacitly must hope for the failure of your fellows. Much of God’s concern for our development is the set of our heart. “For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” (Matt. 6: 21.) With gambling, you hope for evil to befall others. With investing, you’re hoping for at least temporal good. The latter is more in line with the desires of God for us, and brings us closer to oneness with Him.
So much for sin and evil. Let’s look now at the consequences. Some think God will change them from evil to good when they die. That’s not the impression I get. L.D.S. apostle Melvin Ballard says, “Do not let any of us imagine that we can go down to the grave not having overcome the corruptions of the flesh and then lose in the grave all our sins and evil tendencies. They will be with us. They will be with the spirit when separated from the body. It is my judgment that any man or woman can do more to conform to the laws of God in one year in this life than they could in ten years when they are dead. The spirit only can repent and change, and then the battle has to go forward with the flesh afterward. It is much easier to overcome and serve the Lord when both flesh and spirit are combined in one . . . every man and woman who is putting off until the next life the task of correcting and overcoming the weakness of the flesh are sentencing themselves to years of bondage.” (Crowther, op cit, page 39.) That bondage is served in a place called “Spirit Prison.”
Gustav Fechner, a 19th century native of Lusatia, a Slavic area, pinpointed the dilemma of continually choosing evil when he wrote, “The better the man already is, the easier it is for him to become still better; and the worse he is, so much the more easily is he quite ruined. For the good man has already harbored many good spirits, which are now associated with him against the evil ones remaining and those freshly pressing for entrance, and are saving for him his interior strength. The good man does good without weariness, his spirits do it for him; but the bad man must first overcome and subdue by his own will all the evil spirits which have striven against him. Moreover, kin seeks and unites itself to kin, and flees from its opposites when not forced. Good spirits in us attract good spirits outside us, and the evil spirits in us the evil spirits outside. Pure spirits turn gladly to enter a pure soul, and evil without fastens upon the evil within.” (Runes, “Treasury of Philosophy”, page 393.) The old “slippery slope” is a spiritual reality. It’s quite possible to get too far down that slope, and not be able to claw our way back up. Make the doing of good a habit.
The first, and most impressive description of spirit prison I ever read was from George Ritchie’s “Return from Tomorrow”, op cit. The over-riding message is that we make our own hell, and I think this is true. Remembering that controlling, or coercion is the antithesis of agency, and is the “original” sin as we’ve discussed earlier, let’s take a look at Ritchie’s observations of these spirits in a prison of their own making: “In one room a grey-haired man was sitting in an armchair dictating a letter . . . standing behind him, not an inch away, another man, maybe ten years older, kept snatching repeatedly at the speaking tube as though he would tear it from the seated man’s hand.” The helpless “snatcher” tries to countermand the orders of the seated, mortal man; apparently he had died and left his company to the other. “On and on he went, correcting, giving orders, while the man in the chair appeared neither to see nor hear him.”
In another scenario: “I watched one woman of maybe fifty following a man of about the same age down the street. She seemed very much alive, agitated and tearful, except that the man to whom she was addressing her emphatic words was oblivious to her existence. ‘You’re not getting enough sleep. Marjorie makes too many demands on you. You know you’ve never been strong. Why aren’t you wearing a scarf?’ . . . I gathered that she was his mother, in spite of the fact that they appeared so nearly the same age. How long had she been following him this way? Was this what death was like – to be permanently invisible to the living, yet permanently wrapped up in their affairs?” (pages 56-57.) Though not hell, this is the fate, apparently, of those whose hearts are set on controlling the lives of others. They are chained to this futility until they somehow take a long look at the nowhereness of their lives, and begin to search for some way out, that way being turning to Christ.
We’ll see the results of other sins in a moment, starting with suicide, but I think it’s interesting that the first spirit prison inmates Ritchie sees are the control freaks, those who tried to force their ways on the lives of others. I consider this as more evidence for my contention that interference with agency is one of the prime concerns of deity, and can be considered the “original sin”, at least as far as chronology goes, and is a sin of serious consequences as we see above.
Dr. Raymond Moody, “Life After Life”, op cit, pages 143-144, gives us some insights into suicides. Instead of a place of happiness and peace, those who commit suicide generally wind up in a worse state than that which they left: “Others who experienced this unpleasant ‘limbo’ state have remarked that they had the feeling they would be there for a long time. This was their penalty for ‘breaking the rules’ by trying to release themselves prematurely from what was, in effect, an ‘assignment’ to fulfill a certain purpose in life . . . “ One reported, “While I was over there I got the feeling that two things it was completely forbidden for me to do would be to kill myself or to kill another person . . . If I were to commit suicide, I would be throwing God’s gift back in his face.”
Most heart-rending of all to me, are these descriptions of suicides (back to Ritchie’s book): “In one house, a younger man followed an older one from room to room. ‘I’m sorry, Pa!’ he kept saying. ‘I didn’t know what it would do to mama! I didn’t understand.’ But though I could hear him clearly, it was obvious that the man he was speaking to could not. ‘I’m sorry, Pa!,’ the young man said again. ‘I’m sorry, Mama.’ Endlessly, over and over, to ears that could not hear. Several times we paused before similar scenes. A boy trailing a teenaged girl through the corridors of a school. ‘I’m sorry, Nancy!’ A middle-aged woman begging a grey-haired man to forgive her. ‘What are they sorry for Jesus? I pleaded. ‘Why do they keep talking to people who can’t hear them?’ Then from the Light beside me came the thought: They are suicides, chained to every consequence of their act.” (58-59.)
(I personally think this doesn’t cover all suicides: the Japanese suicide pilots of World War 2 gave their lives for a cause they deemed greater than their selves, though wrong, from my American point of view, but, nonetheless, they didn’t throw their lives away over petty annoyances. Others commit suicide in the face of inevitable death, such as Dr. Kevorkian’s patients; I’m not going to judge them. One far greater and wiser than I will consider each on a case-by-case basis. As to the suicide bombers who throw their lives away just to destroy other lives and create terror: again, a Greater Judge will have the final say, but I can’t help but think they’re in for a nasty surprise when they pass through to the other side.)
As previously recorded, God sorrows deeply at suicide, and takes it as a highly personal affront to His gifts of life and agency to us. Joyce H. Brown’s book (op cit) echoes Ritchie’s observations. In her near death experience, she visits a funeral. Two little girls are there with their grandmother. One girl, about 4, is sitting on her grandmother’s lap; the other sat close by. Neither could stop crying. “ . . . but their grandmother, in such pain herself that she hardly seemed to realize they were there, was unable to offer comfort . . . how could she ever love them enough to ease the pain of losing a mother who had left them by choice?”
“(Their mother) had taken her own life, died by her own actions, voluntarily giving up her chance to accomplish anything more during earth life. Suddenly I saw the spirit of the young woman kneeling at her mother’s feet . . . She was sorry, oh, so sorry, for what she had done to them. She ached for them and the pain they were experiencing because of her actions. She reached out, unable to touch them or to be felt by them . . . she wanted to console, to caress her children, but they didn’t even know she was there.” (Pages 52-53.) Can Hell itself offer anything worse than this?
To conclude: “She was unable to communicate with or console her loved ones. She was utterly helpless to aid them in any way . . . I envisioned the girls beginning to grow up, raised by their grandmother. Their dead mother continued observing their progress and their pain as they grew up without her. (Remember from Ritchie’s observations: suicides are chained to the consequences of their action, to observe to the bitter end the results of their actions . . . actions which they thought would hurt no one but themselves.)
Her torment was great as she saw how they needed her, longed for her, hated her, and dealt with the fact of her abandonment of them (which they perceived as rejection) at every stage of their lives.” And not only the struggles of her children and mother is she forced
to observe, but those of others affected by her suicide. (54-55.)
I remember once in my life . . . I’ve never seriously contemplated suicide . . . but, there was a time when my career life was going nowhere, when I was failing in everything I tried, that dark thoughts occasionally came to me. I was standing in the darkened hall outside our kitchen. My wife and children were making cookies. I could hear their laughter and conversation. They didn’t know I was outside the kitchen. I could smell the dough and the fresh-baked cookies, but that wall was between us. The thought came to me that if I continued to let dark thoughts stay in my mind, that wall could become permanent. I’d always be an outsider to those I loved most. I went into the light, into the kitchen, and enjoyed the company of my loved ones. (Not to mention the cookies.) I thank God I made that choice.
My father taught me about dark thoughts: we’re always going to have them, it’s a normal part of our agency and choosing process, but, as he put it, “You can’t stop the birds from flying over your head, but you have to stop them from building nests in your hair.” One must find a means of chasing these “birds” off from their roosts; singing a favorite hymn is a very good way. It’s choosing an alternative to the darkness that would, ultimately, destroy our lives. Again, easy for me; I came from a loving family, and had that as a married man, also. Let’s consider two suicide attempts by children who were not so fortunate.
In “Closer to the Light”, (op cit), Melvin Morse and Paul Perry relate two stories of children who were so grossly abused that they tried suicide. One of the incidents is rather startling, in what seems almost a callous response from the being in the light. She was only seven when she tried to take her life: “Then I heard a voice from the Light: ‘You have made a mistake. Your life is not yours to take. You must go back.’ I argued with the voice. ‘No one cares about me.’ The answer I got back was shocking. ‘You’re right. No one on this planet cares about you, including your parents. It is your job to care for yourself.” (Pages 185-186.) Where’s the ‘warm fuzzy’ in this? She was taught, by looking at an apple tree in winter, that there were two sides to that tree; when she saw it, it
appeared dead and lifeless, of no value. But in vision, she saw it in the summer when it bore sweet and luscious fruit. Her life, like that tree in winter was, at that point, seemingly dead and barren; but, in time, the good fruit would come.
The other suicide attempter, also a youth, relates, “A spirit in the light asked me why I tried to kill myself. So I told him about how bad my life and world were. He was kind but not very sympathetic. He said, ‘Well, you’ll just have to stick around and see what you can do with your life.” This young man grew to work in a summer camp for children with AIDS, and sums it up: “My near death experience taught me that I had to create my own possibilities.” (Ibid, 188.)
One last look, then I’ll move on. I realize this is a grim subject. I weep as I write. But suicide is a leading cause of death, especially among the young, and if I didn’t make a solid point against it here, I would be doing my readers a great disservice. Another funeral. Another suicide of a young man. The father looks down at his son’s body in the casket: “’He’s at peace now.’ This was what the mourning friends and family wanted to hear. These words salved their sorrow and made this loss easier to bear. ‘No, Dad!’ the boy’s spirit cried out. ‘Stop! Don’t tell them that.’ I watched as his spirit tried desperately to gain his father’s attention, and with horror I realized why he was trying so hard to communicate with his dad.” His father, naturally, tells everyone that his boy is happier now, freed from his depression and stress. Problem: the young hearers of these words, friends of the suicide, . . . “were (given) thoughts of false hope . . . that they could find peace if they, too, committed suicide . . . But their dead friend was trying with all his might to communicate to them that he was not at peace . . . I heard him wail, his fists clenched, as he tried to communicate with them and convince them not to believe what his father was saying. ‘My father is wrong, so wrong,’ he kept saying.” (Joyce Brown, op cit, 59-60.)
When we started this chapter, we mentioned that “lake of fire and brimstone” was just metaphorical. Yet, in a sense, can we see these suicides in torment? A psychological / spiritual torment that burns within their souls as a lake of fire and brimstone would burn our physical bodies? And let us observe that none of this is arbitrary: God isn’t picking names out of a hat and sending some willy-nilly to hell and others by whim to heaven. Nor is the punishment anything that could be considered unfair. The punishment fits the crime: each one is chained to the consequences of his act. As I have mentioned elsewhere, the Cosmos is a nuts and bolts proposition; it all makes sense, it’s workable, it’s reasonable. And it’s real; we have to realize that, and try and fit ourselves in as will be of greatest benefit and happiness to our souls.
To finish with Joyce Brown, ibid, page 2, she asks: “What about suicide? The answer I understood was, ‘if you didn’t create it, you can’t destroy it.’” And, why can’t we end what we think of as “our” lives? “Well, if life is a metaphor for school, consider that if we drop out in, say, March, we cannot, at such time as we figure out we need more education, begin again in March. We have to repeat the entire school year and probably have to take remedial classes. We end up working harder than if we had stuck it out in the first place.”
We continue elsewhere in spirit prison. Back to George Ritchie. (op cit, pages 57-67.) All of this is recommended reading for those who want a real and frightening picture of the ultimate consequences of evil. I’ll paraphrase and skip-quote through these pages, making comments as I go. We’ve already dealt with the control freaks and suicides, now let’s look at the drug and alcohol addicts, and others who are obsessively attached to whatever it may be that takes their focus off the true and good things of the Cosmos, specifically, the centering of their lives on Jesus Christ.
Ritchie finds himself, with Jesus at his side, in a bar near a naval base. Sailors are chugging whiskeys as fast as the bartender can pour them: “Then I noticed a striking thing. A number of the men standing at the bar seemed unable to lift their drinks to their lips, hands passing through the solid tumblers, through the heavy wooden counter top, through the very arms and bodies of the drinkers around them.” He had earlier observed a similar phenomenon when one mortal woman pulled out and lit a cigarette, a spirit woman standing beside her tried to grab it out of her hands and smoke it to no avail.
One sailor passes out, and a protective cocoon of light that seems part of the mortal beings but not the spiritual ones splits open, and, “ . . . one of the insubstantial beings who had been standing near him at the bar was on top of him . . . Now he seemed to spring at him like a beast of prey.” This spirit being disappears into the passed – out body of the sailor, whose protective light vanished with unconsciousness. It happens three more times as Ritchie observes. “Presumably”, he writes, “these substance – less creatures had once had solid bodies, as I myself had had. (I) Suppose that when they had been in these bodies they had developed a dependence on alcohol that went beyond the physical, that became mental, spiritual, even. Then when they lost that body, except when they could briefly take possession of another one, they would be cut off for all eternity from the thing they could never stop craving.” He summarizes, “To want most, to burn with most desire, where you were most powerless – that would be hell indeed.” Well, at least a sobering wake up call to change one’s focus and desires, if one indeed can wake up at that point.
He wonders how those spirits waiting at the bar to jump into an unconscious mortal body can miss Jesus standing next to him. It would be like us being in a dark room where a blazing fire suddenly breaks out, and not seeing it. Even a blind man would notice the heat and noise. Ritchie says, “Maybe whenever our center of attention was on anything else, we could block out even Him.”
From the realm of the addicts, Ritchie is next taken to a wide plain inhabited only by spirits. “At first I thought we were looking at some great battlefield: everywhere people were locked in what looked like fights to the death, writhing, punching, gouging . . . no weapons of war . . . only bare hands and feet and teeth.” Oddly, with all the mayhem, no one is hurt. Since all were dead, no one could be killed. “They could not kill, though they clearly wanted to . . . they hurled themselves at each other in a frenzy of impotent rage. If I suspected before that I was seeing hell, now I was sure of it. Up to this moment the misery I had watched consisted in being chained to a physical world of which we were no longer part. Now I saw that there were other kinds of chains. Here were no solid objects or people to enthrall the soul. These creatures seemed locked into habits of mind and emotion, into hatred, lust, destructive thought-patterns.”
In this same field, along with the fighting, he saw sexual perversions being pantomimed that out-did anything imagined in mortality, but it was all pantomime, all air-guitar as it were. Nothing substantial was accomplished, or could be with these insubstantial beings.
He hears, or at least receives their thoughts: “ . . . the thoughts most frequently communicated had to do with superior knowledge, or abilities, or background of the thinker. ‘I told you so!’ ‘I always knew!’ ‘Didn’t I warn you!’ were shrieked into the echoing air over and over.” But the bottom line: “Once again, however, no condemnation came from the Presence at my side, only a compassion for these unhappy creatures that was breaking His heart. Clearly it was not His will that any one of them should be in this place.” And, once again, just because it is not His will that these things go on, and He doesn’t do anything overtly about it doesn’t mean He’s powerless. He made a commitment with us in the very beginning that He wouldn’t fool with our agency, that He’d respect and preserve as sacred our choices. The sanctity of agency overrides all other concerns. That is by His choice and His power, not His helplessness in these situations.
I stated earlier that our eternal reward, heaven or hell, call it what you will, will be to live forever with people who are basically like us. Ritchie gives a similar view of that scenario. In this plain of hateful, fighting people, every thought is instantly known by every other spirit, probably because they're all alike, they all share the same thoughts.
“What was keeping them there? Why didn’t each one just get up and leave? . . . unless there was no ‘alone’ in this realm of disembodied spirits . . . what was it going to be like, I thought with sudden panic, to live forever where my most private thoughts were not private at all? No disguising them, no covering them up, no way to pretend I was anything but what I actually was. How unbearable. Unless of course everyone around me had the same kind of thoughts . . . Unless there was a kind of consolation in finding others as loathsome as one’s self, even if all we could do was hurl our venom at each other.” Truly, misery loves company.
Most amazingly of all is that these pathetic spirits, formerly mortals like us, and like people we see on the streets, and even in our families, and sadly, perhaps, even in our mirrors every day are not alone on that plain, or in the bar or other locations Ritchie visited. He notices angels crowding all of these scenes and places, ready to help and minister to any and all of these spirits. “And suddenly I realized that there was a common denominator to all these scenes so far. It was the failure to see Jesus. Whether it was a physical appetite, an earthly concern, an absorption with self – whatever got in the way of His Light created the separation into which we stepped at death.” As it says in Matthew 6: 22-23: “The light of the body is the eye; if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body shall be full of light. But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of darkness.” The scriptures, even when they sound most cryptic, have an ultimate applicable, nuts and bolts meaning. Back to the eschatological outlook: what we’re looking for, what we desire is what we’ll find, be it to our good or detriment.
As to the angels hovering over these lost souls, ready to minister, Howard storm’s “My Descent into Death” observes, (op cit page 52-53): “Every person has guardian angels all their lives . . . Our angels are the embodiment of compassion for us. Because of their reverence for God, they cannot impose themselves on us or intervene in our lives when we choose to reject them and God’s love. The more we despise our angels, the more we are on our own . . . Love attracts more love and hate attracts hate. A person devoid of the love of God cannot be welcomed into the journey to heaven. They are left on their own.” Worse, when those who are turning away from the love of God die, “ . . . people like them . . . are waiting for them. These kindred spirits are their welcoming committee, which takes them on a journey away from the love and light of God . . . on this journey, a person embarks on an unending life without God. Hell is separation from God.” Again, misery loves company.
When Storm first “died”, he was met by spirits from this realm. (op cit, pages 19-20.) Leading him slowly until he was in total darkness, they began to torture him. “They began to push and shove me about . . . A wild frenzy of taunting, screaming, and hitting ensued . . . they bit and tore back at me . . . I realized that I was being taken apart and eaten alive, methodically, slowly, so that their entertainment would last as long as possible . . . they were a mob of beings totally driven by unbridled cruelty.” At the lowest point of this episode, Storm is inspired to pray, something that he as a then-atheist would never have thought of. He does, and his ragged, impromptu prayer actually drives them off. “Retreating, they became more rabid, cursing and screaming against God. They claimed that what I was praying was worthless and that I was a coward, a nothing. In time they retreated back into the distant gloom, beyond my hearing.” His near death experience moves up from there as he is pulled from this pit by Jesus and healed of the wounds incurred in his fight with these all-too real demons, these spirits who, either in the pre-mortal existence or later in this earth life, gave their hearts over to follow Lucifer.
If there is one unifying principle, one thing that can be said of all in these dark realms, it is “ . . . they are destitute of love; they have ceased to love God; they have ceased to have pure love one towards another; they have ceased to love that which is good. Hatred, malice, revenge, and every evil passion have usurped the place of love; and unhappiness, wretchedness, and misery are the results. Where there is no love, there will be no desire to promote the welfare of others. Instead of desiring that others may be happy, each desires to make all others miserable like himself; each seeks to gratify that hellish disposition against the Almighty which arises from his extreme hatred of that which is good. For the want of love the torment of each is complete. All the wicked who are entirely overcome by these malicious spirits will have the heavenly principle of love wholly eradicated from their minds . . . They cannot extricate themselves from their (demons) power, nor ward off the fiery darts of their malicious tormentors. Such will be the condition of all beings who entirely withdraw themselves from the love of God.” (Orson Pratt, “The Seer”, Vol. I, no. 10, Oct. 1853, page 156.)
I’ve perhaps intermixed “hell” with “spirit prison.” I guess, in a nutshell, the difference between spirit prison and hell, as mentioned before, is that spirit prison is a place where Christ can come and minister, meaning there is still hope. Hell is where there is no hope. I can’t say for sure if Storm’s tormentors were from prison or hell; it would seem to me to be the latter, but I’m not going to go on record. In hell there is no hope. That’s it, done deal. Many have said with well-meaning but ignorant hearts that there is hope even for Lucifer. I don’t think so. There has to be finality, or nothing has any relevance or impact on our choices and lives. If we believe we can act any which way we please, be tortured for a few millennia in hell, then sail into Heaven forever, then where’s the motivation for good work, for the development of the soul? I think these realms are real and are eternal, and we need to be aware of their dangers or blessings, and from that awareness, we need to make wise choices. These things, I believe, need to be taken seriously.
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