Hey, God; Got a Minute?
Good questions to ask the next time the Big Guy calls you in for a chat.
“I tried to lighten up the conversation by talking about the Big Bang,
the thing that got the whole universe going. But when I said, "It must’ve scared the hell out of you when it happened," God stared at me for a long time then woke me up.”
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To doubt everything or to believe everything are two equally convenient solutions;
both dispense with the necessity of reflection.
Poincare
Harold’s Questions
1 - This ‘in God’s image’ thing; did you evolve from apes like we did?
2 - If you’re guiding us and we do bad, whose fault is it?
3 - When you said, ‘Let there be light,’ who were you talking to?
4 - Doesn’t it bug you to be interrupted so much on your day off?
5 - If we’re your ‘chosen,’ why did you make us a Chevy and not a Cadillac?
6 - You going to write any more books?
7 - (This being the seventh day, me and God rested.)
8 - Why should the meek inherit anything?
9 - Don’t you believe in democracy?
10 - Is heaven like permanent welfare?
11 - Could I get a second opinion?
12 - Are you mad at us for inventing it?
13 - You ever bet on a football game?
14 - You okay with all this ‘begetting’ stuff?
15 – If there’s only enough food on the table for some, do the others have to say grace?
16 - If there is no limit to your powers, why did you have to rest on the seventh day?
17 - If everything is preordained, what do you have to look forward to?
18 - Do we have to be ‘children’ forever?
All of this is true; I swear to the big guy it is. Well, maybe not exactly true. I mean, a lot of it is from memory and thus could stray just a tad from what was actually said by God as well as by me. And maybe some of the feelings more represent my take than God’s, like I almost lost it when I saw the outline of a frown pushing through the glow surrounding his face (even now it scares me to think how close I might have come to encouraging the old heat treatment).
Anyway, what kicked it off was I fell asleep one night a little down about life in general and weary of all the conflicting thoughts that kept bouncing around in my head, thoughts about religion, why we’re here and what all this stuff means, I mean, really means. You know, one of those times when you’re flooded with doubts you gotta admit are there but don’t feel right about bringing up (you don’t even want to form the questions in your mind for fear you might actually ask them and in doing so tempt some kind of lightning bolt your way).
But the doubts are there just the same, and if you try to pretend they’re not, it just makes you itchy inside, like somebody’s calling for boarding on the last train to heaven and you don’t even know what kind of ticket to buy.
Now don’t get me wrong; it isn’t like I doubt the whole shebang. Heck, I’m not that far gone. I just doubt everything I’ve ever been told by everyone I’ve ever known. I mean, there are a lot of people out there screaming their heads off about what’s what in this world and the next, and most of them have no doubt whatsoever about what they’re saying, even when what they’re saying goes against what other guys (who also have no doubt whatsoever) are saying.
Until this thing with the big guy happened which I’m gonna tell you about in a minute I had just about given up. I had no one to turn to, no one to ask, no one who wouldn’t hit me with the same old platitudes and half-answers. “Just have faith, Harold,” they’d say, which to them meant have faith in what they were saying, not in what anybody else was saying.
Anyway, I just turned sixty, my back hurts from all the exercises I did to strengthen my legs, and my hair, which had already turned a horrible shade of dirty gray, is now falling out. Plus my feet hurt, my eyes see a little less each year, and I’m getting shorter. This all combines to tell me that I need to make sense out of what I am and where I’m going and that I’d better do it soon before whoever’s keeping score decides the game is over. “Time’s up, Harold. And oh so sorry, you should have followed religion 5,642. Step closer to the furnace, please.”
Anyway, the problem I’m trying to tell you about started for me at an early age. I was even more confused about religion then than I am now, and when I tried talking to my friends about it (I remember asking, “If God can do no wrong but can do anything he wants to do then why can’t he do wrong? I mean, if he really, really wanted to?”) all I got was laughter and ridicule. They didn’t much like the questions (and couldn’t answer them anyway) so they responded in the only way they knew: they attacked the one doing the questioning. Enough episodes of this and I knew to bury my curiosity in favor of going along with the crowd. I liked the guys who were telling me the religious facts of life, so backing off was no big deal.
But one day I moved to another town and a new set of friends who believed something different but who sounded just as sure about what they were saying as the guys I left behind. When that happened a third time, I got to wondering what gives. I mean, they were all good guys, but what they said just couldn’t be, not when you viewed it all together. Some said black, some said white, some said something in-between I was young, but not so young that I couldn’t see something wrong with that. When for the second time in my life I got on their case about it, this time to question how so many different religious opinions could be right at the same time, I got to see my first funny look: a look that said, How could I not understand? How could I question the unquestionable? (I figured out that the “unquestionable” meant what they believed, not what my earlier friends believed.)
That’s when everybody began picking on me. A few guys got angry, but most of them just stared at me as if I had brain cells leaking out of my ears. It was funny to watch the progression; their eyes would widen and their smiles would become fixed and unsure as if they’d just cut one loose and were afraid the teacher had heard. Then, and it’s interesting how many of them did this, they’d take a step backward to avoid an accidental hit from a lightning bolt aimed at me.
But my playmates are not the guys I complained to God about. I still like those guys, all of them. Besides, we were kids; we didn’t know any better; we’d all been brainwashed by our parents. The gut aches I feel now come from grown-ups, the guys who are doing the brainwashing. The guys who stab their fingers at the sky, reveal enough of their eyes to make little kids fear the dark, wave whatever book they think proves their point, and cry out their message to the world, a message that demonstrates love of their own ideas, scorn for anyone who can’t see the wisdom of those ideas, and reasons why you should give them money.
What really bothers me is there are so many of them and so few of me.
Anyway, getting back to the night I’m trying to tell you about, I woke up in my dream (that’s exactly what it was; I was dreaming then there I was, as awake as I’d ever been in my life) and found myself standing alone at the edge of a rolling puff of cloud watching rambling rivers and winding roads run a neat pattern through multicolored patches of farmland far below. The only company I had was a gentle breeze, which, because there were no trees or stuff like that to catch the wind and make a noise, I felt more than I heard. As I stood there watching, I began to feel a need to make the most of this before the magic of the moment changed, before the pushing and shoving of a celestial rush-hour began.
But before I had time to decide how to do that, along walks the big guy himself, God. Because of the light radiating from him, I couldn’t see much, but I knew right away it was him. (Or her; I never did get the answer to that one.) Well, I gotta tell you, this surprised me some. It isn’t often that this kind of thing happens, not to me it doesn’t (to the guys running around in robes collecting money, it supposedly happens all the time).
But anyway, I seized on this great idea, the idea that this meeting was preordained; I mean, it must have been, right? The big guy must have guided us together just so I could hit him with my questions. I felt pretty important at that moment, even holy. And I figured who am I to risk angering God by passing up an ordainment, or whatever you’re supposed to call it. So I grabbed the moment and got the ball rolling. As you’ll soon see, once it started rolling it wasn’t so easy to stop.
“Hey, God; got a minute?”
“What is it, Harold?”
“Hey, this is great; you talking to me, I mean.”
“Yes, Harold, I understand. But I am a bit busy...”
“Oh yeah, God; didn’t mean to hold you up and all. I just got a few things on my mind. You know, things I can’t make gel.”
“Gel?”
“An expression where I come from, God. But you see, that’s part of what’s bothering me. I thought you would know that.”
“You think the way you speak should rank high in matters that occupy my mind, Harold?”
“Well, that’s what we’re told all the time. That you know everything, I mean, even the things that aren’t worth knowing.”
“I know you, Harold.”
“Ha! Good one, God. I’ll remember that I mean, if you let me remember it.”
“You have questions, Harold?”
“Yeah, a few thing I been thinking about.”
“What kind of things?”
“Well, like ... now, you’re not gonna take offense, are you, God?”
“That depends.”
“Yeah, well I don’t mean this the wrong way, you understand. I’m just ... well, sorta confused. I don’t want to get my buns scorched for stepping outta line.”
“Get with it, Harold.”
“Yeah, no sweat; I’ve been standing here writing it all down. Hold on a second, God.”
“Harold.”
“Yeah, God?”
“You said ‘a minute.’ How many sheets of papers do you have there?”
“Now see, there you go again. You’re supposed to know things like that.”
(sigh) “Pick one, Harold, and let’s get on with it.”
“Yeah, okay. It’s just that I have trouble believing all I’m told and I need a little help sorting it out oh yeah, move on; right, God. Eh, how about this one: Now as I understand it, you made us in your own image, right?”
“What is your point?”
“Well, what image are we talking about? Homosexuals have...”
“That’s ‘Homo Sapiens,’ Harold.”
“Homo Sapiens; got it, God. Well Homo-what-you-said have changed a hell ... eh, a heck of a lot, even in the last million years we don’t look anything like we did back then. And go all the way back to the time of the dinosaurs and you see us looking like mice. Eh, you’re not telling us you’re a mouse are you, God.”
“I beg your pardon.”
“Hey, no way I see you that way; I just said that to prove a point. But you know, with all that glow, I can’t tell what you do look like you couldn’t turn down the power a little could you, God?”
“Maybe you haven’t really tried to see me, Harold.”
“That’s exactly what I’m getting at, God. I mean, that’s the point of this whole talk. I wanna try harder; I wanna know how to see you, how you want to be seen.”
“Is it so important that I have a specific image?”
“Well, no, but that’s what we’re taught all the time, that we look like you, I mean. All I want to know is whether it’s true. Or whether you’re evolving like we are and, if so, what you have in mind as the end game eh, you got pictures, maybe?”
“Maybe I want to leave that up to you, to permit you to see me as you wish.”
“‘Maybe’ don’t exactly pay the rent, God.”
“You want to run that by me again, Harold?!”
“Hey, no offense; I really want to understand. There are a bunch of guys out there saying all kinds of contradictory things. And these guys, they don’t say ‘maybe;’ they say ‘this is how it is and there isn’t any question about it.’”
“But you do question them.”
“Yeah, but I question them, God, not you. I mean, they come up with way-out stuff, stuff they’ve got to have made up. Like this ‘in your image’ thing. I mean, mankind has gone all the way from one-celled creatures to what we are now there’s a lot of in-between there, God. Heck, we’ve changed a lot even since your guy Jesus came on board. We’re taller now by a lot of inches. Eh, how tall are you, God?”
“Here’s another ‘maybe’ for you, Harold: Maybe I ‘evolve’ your image because I don’t like you looking so much like me you people are not something one can easily take pride in, you know!”
“Present company excepted, right, God? Eh, just a little human joke there. But why do you let these people tell us something like that if it isn’t true? I mean, they say they got it straight from the horse’s mouth no offense. They say they’re just passing on what you want us to know?”
“Your minute’s up, Harold.”
“Oh, yeah. Well can I come back and see you later, God? I got a lot more of these questions.”
“I can hardly wait.”
“Hey, great! I was afraid you'd be offended.”
“Goodnight, Harold!”
“Eh, right; see you later, God Oh, one quickie, if I can?”
“‘Quickie,’ Harold?”
“Yeah, that means like...”
“Do me a favor, Harold.”
“Yeah, God?”
“Don’t explain.”
“Oh, yeah, sure. I guess I really don’t have to. I mean, you would know that like you know everything, right?”
“Your ‘quickie,’ Harold?”
“Yeah, Eh, is ‘God’ your first name or your family name?”
(sigh)
I woke up at that point, but let me tell you, I thought about that little get-together all through the day. I felt really good about it; that holy feeling came over me again; I even walked a little lighter. Not exactly on tiptoe but lighter, like I was already on my way to the big K-Mart in the sky. (That thought triggered another question which I quickly wrote down on my list of stuff to ask God. It’s always good to know where things are in advance of a major relocation. I mean, if I got to heaven really close to Christmas and had to waste time figuring out where K-Mart was, I wouldn’t have time to shop.)
I figured questions like that wouldn’t hit him the wrong way he seemed a little testy about that image thing. They’re easy to answer and a step below heaven-shaking. Another good one is whether he still rests once every seven days, and if so, whether he’d like us to worship him when he’s back on the job. I mean, there’s nothing worse than being interrupted a billion times on your day off.
I couldn’t wait until bedtime. My friends must’ve thought I was wacko, the way I treated them that day, like I had a big secret they wouldn’t guess in a million years not unrealistic timing considering where I was and who I was talking to. When they pushed me for an explanation, I took on my best holy look, one that spoke of the notch I had risen above them, then started humming. Not a hymn or anything like that; just an old Beetles’ tune. At one time, I thought of hitting them up for money, you know, like those guys in the tents do when they talk to God. I didn’t, of course. I loath those guys and don’t want to do to people what they do to people, especially people I like. Not only taking their money, but taking advantage of their human weaknesses: preying on their superstitions, their fear of the unknown, their fear of dying. If I did that, I wouldn’t be able to sleep nights. And then I wouldn’t get to chat with God.
By the time I climbed into bed I was too excited to sleep. I tossed and turned for hours before finally giving up and going out to the kitchenette for a drink, hoping it would calm me down I live in a two-bedroom apartment when I’m not on a cloud with God. Funny thing, though: all the while I was drinking this late-night cocktail, I couldn’t help thinking of it as holy water. I mean, look at what it was leading me to.
Holy water or not, it didn’t help; I still tossed and turned. It got to me, the amount of night I was wasting, I mean suppose God got tired of waiting. I fought harder, at one time pressing my eyelids down with such force that it gave me a headache.
Then it was the headache that kept me awake.
It must’ve been three in the morning before I finally calmed down enough to let go, but before that I went though a period of thinking that God was keeping me awake on purpose, this so he’d have more time to think up answers to my questions. I understood that; it’s what I would do.
Anyway, I finally got there, there being the same cloud as before, overlooking the same scene. Except now it was raining down on everybody.
“Hi, God, It’s me, Harold.”
“How could you possible think I don’t know that, Harold?”
“Yeah, gotcha, God. And that leads to another question of mine, this one about people being a pain in the ... eh, neck ... at times, some more than others.”
“Funny, I was thinking along the same lines.”
“Ha! Good one, God. You’d be great at parties.”
(sigh) “Your question, Harold?”
“Eh, yeah. Eh, this one has to do with why we’re the way we are. I mean, not so good at times. I mean, if you’re in the driver’s seat, God, why don’t you change us into something more to your liking? For that matter, more to the liking of each other?”
“Don’t you think I try?”
“Now that I don’t understand. What’s ‘try’ got to do with anything if you can wave a magic wand and make it happen?”
“There is no magic to any of this, Harold. Not with respect to what you are, and more importantly, not with respect to what you are not.”
“Well, how do you do it then?”
“The details would be beyond you.”
“Yeah, but you did do it; make us, I mean. Right? And some of us are made better than others. Some can’t be other than a pain no matter how hard they try.”
“Have you taken into consideration that I might be testing them? And you, Harold?”
“Well pardon my asking, God, but why would you do that unless you goofed in the production phase? I mean, if you made us, and if you can do no wrong, then by definition, we don’t have any bugs in us that you didn’t put there in the first place. So what’s with the test? And why punish us if we fail? That’s like making a car with three tires then getting mad when it drives on an angle.”
“I work in mysterious ways, Harold.”
“Yeah, I can believe that, God, but still, I gotta ask.”
“(sigh) You don’t think mankind should have rules to go by?”
“I got no problem with rules, but if you made us weak, then I figure you expect us to be weak. If we act like we don’t like the weaknesses you gave us, it makes us look kinda unfriendly, know what I mean? Like we disapprove of your handiwork.”
“You’re not always easy to understand, Harold.”
“Just one of my weaknesses, God. How am I doing with it?”
“Not funny, Harold!”
“Yeah, sorry, God. But you don’t know what they’re saying about you well, maybe you do, but I gotta believe you don’t like it.”
“Saying about me?”
“Yeah. Like we should be afraid of you, afraid you’re gonna burn our butts if we act like what we are. They say out of one side of their mouth that you guide us through each day, that anything we do is really you pulling the strings, then when we do something they don’t like, they change over to us being in control and you about to zap us in the butt for doing it. What happened to the guide-us-through-each-day bit?”
“I help you with the good. Do you think it reasonable that I should also help you with the bad?”
“Well as I see it, if you’re in there guiding us, how can we think of anything bad? And how can we get started doing something bad if you’re in there guiding us?”
“Did you ever think of entering the law, Harold?”
“Well, if you’re guiding me, God, maybe I should ask you that question.”
“I can’t see it making matters worse.”
“Hey, I’ll go with whatever you decide. But getting back to the us-being-guided thing, what sense does my whole life make if all I am is a puppet on a string yeah, I know, except when I’m being bad, which I don’t know how I can be with you pulling the strings?”
“Are you saying being alive doesn’t make sense?”
“Hey, it beats the alternative at least I think it does; I don’t have much experience with that particular alternative. I mean, I don’t remember what I was before I was born. But that’s not what I’m asking, God. From where I sit, I’m in a movie house watching your grand plan for me unfold. And all the while I’m thinking that if you wind up not liking how that plan turns out, I stand a good chance of getting torched this is what they’d have us believe, God.”
“Exactly who is this ‘they,’ Harold?”
“The guys I’ve been wanting to tell you about, the guys with loud voices, funny eyes and fingers that keep pointing up, regardless of what side of the world they happen to be on when they get fired up.”
“The ones who speak of me, you mean?”
“Hey, I’m not talking about all of them, God. Just a heck of a lot of them. Well, maybe most of them. It’s just that they don’t think through what they say or do. I mean, they don’t even feel an obligation to. They make up stuff then toss it into the crowd as if, having said it, it’s gotta be true.”
“If you are referring to a time when they gather in worship, it is likely that the one doing the speaking feels he or she is being guided by me.”
“Well, that’s what I mean about thinking it through, God. He thinks he’s being ‘guided’ into saying ‘black’ at about the same time a guy in a place down the street thinks he’s being ‘guided’ into saying ‘white.’ I mean, I got enough smarts to see a problem with that, why don’t they?”
“They don’t have your genius, Harold.”
“Yeah, I see your point, God. I mean, you only had so many brains to pass out, right?”
(sigh) “Go on, Harold. You were telling me about ‘making up stuff,’ I believe.”
“Eh, yeah. Anyway, their audience just sits there nodding and smiling, as if there couldn’t be any doubt about the truth of what they just heard. I tell you, God, this gets me to thinking that there’s nobody out there who has any idea what the real skinny is. They come on like they do, but it’s obvious by what they say, and by what other guys say about what they say, that they don’t.”
“You have needs as they have needs, Harold. When you feel strongly inside as you do now rather than keep those feelings to yourself, you endeavor to pass them on, to encourage others to believe what is very real and very valid to you this does not in any way refer to the validity of those feelings, only to the imperative nature of them. There are certain people who feel a ‘need’ to instruct, Harold. Does it hurt so much to have others practice this need on you?”
“Hey, I still got things I don’t know, God. But the kind of guys I’m talking about don’t instruct as much as they bully. They tell you what to believe, how to believe it, and what’s going to come down on you if you don’t. I once had a guy hand me a list and say, ‘This is what we believe. You want to join us, you gotta believe it too.’ Now how does a guy tell his mind what to believe? I mean, a mind looks over all the facts and arguments then tells you what it believes, right?”
“They are encouraging you to open your mind to their words, Harold.”
“Yeah okay, but it doesn’t sound to me like they got much room in those words for debate, and that means that they intend the opening-of-the-mind thing to be one-sided. You should hear these guys, God.”
“I should, Harold?”
“Oh, yeah, I guess you do hear them. You hear everything, right? But doesn’t it pis ... eh, get you angry some of the stuff they come up with?”
“Are you saying they are being dishonest?”
“Well, no, I guess not; not ‘dishonest,’ I mean. More that they’re being ... irresponsible. They gotta know people are afraid to question them, afraid the sky’s going to fall in on them if they do. When somebody does question them, the first word out of their mouth is ‘blasphemy.’ Then they tell that somebody he’s got a problem ‘opening his mind.’”
“Unlike you.”
“Hey, like I say, God, I still got things I don’t know. But I don’t see these guys having a open mind when the kind of answers I get from them are ‘all I know is’ and ‘that’s good enough for me!’ If a guy admits ‘all I know is,’ I don’t think he should come on like he knows everything. And saying ‘that’s good enough for me’ tells me he’s not interested in hearing anything but the echo of his own voice.”
“But you do want to be heard.”
“Well, I always got an urge to, but I don’t give in to it all that often. I mean, if I argue, it just gets a lot of people looking at me funny like. Easier to just let it go.”
“I understand.”
“And it isn’t just guys in tents; it’s anybody with a loud voice and the idea that you’ve called on him to “spread the good word,” even if that “good word” contradicts the next guy’s “good word.” I gotta ask you, God, doesn’t that ever ... eh, get you mad? I mean, it’s like these guys think you have a split personality, that you hand out contradictory callings?”
“You think I’m confused, Harold?”
“Hey, no way. I’m talking about them, God, not you. But when these things happen, I get to feeling like I’m the only one out there who’s not either hypnotized or blinded by fear, the only one able to see the ‘light’ that my neighbor thinks I don’t see when I disagree with his version of what that ‘light’ is maybe that didn’t make as much sense as it did in my head before I let it out, but you know what I mean.”
“I appreciate the clarification, Harold.”
“Yeah, well I figured you might need it, what with me working in mysterious ways at times.”
(sigh)
“Anyway, these guys can also be found in basilicas, bethels, churches, mosques, synagogues, tabernacles, temples, you name it I mean if you want to. It doesn’t matter what you call it; what matters is what they say and how they say it; what they claim and how willing they are to think through those claims.”
“I see, Harold. But why complain to me? How much you believe of what ‘they’ say is up to you.”
“That’s just it, God, I want to believe in you, but I have trouble figuring out how all the noise down there figures into this. Like there’s this guy from the orient who tells me you want him to have a fleet of Rolls Royces he’s way up there on my ‘they’ list, God.”
“There will always be the gullible, Harold.”
“Yeah, and the guys who take advantage of them pardon me for saying it, God, but they could use a little straightening out. There are more of these guys popping up every day.”
“You hint at indifference, Harold. I see other than that. Look for signs.”
“Yeah, I know, thunder and lightning and birds carrying snakes, stuff like that. But it seems to me a better sign would be one written in a common language on a giant billboard.”
“Are you questioning my methods?”
“Hey, no way, God! It’s more like pleading. I mean, I see things down there as pretty screwed up. We could use a little help.”
“And if I clarify everything for you today, what about tomorrow?”
“I don’t follow you, God.”
“The minds of humans are fickle, Harold. What you believe today, you are inclined to modify even ten minutes from now. If I enlighten ten of you, within twenty-four hours these ten will have begun to modify their thinking. Even as they stood together during the lecture, they will express varying interpretations of what they heard me say. Given enough time, they could well form ten entirely new religions.”
“All the more reason why I can’t put stock in what they tell me, God. Besides, can’t you keep reminding them? A daily newsletter, something like that? Heck, I’ll even help you print it.”
“Too tedious, Harold.”
“Tedious?”
“Yes, like this conversation.”
“Oh yeah. I get your drift, God. It’s just I feel this great need to know.”
“Why do you ‘need’ to know, Harold?”
“Well, I guess you would know that better than me, God. After all, you made me.”
(sigh)
“I guess I’m tired of holding it inside me, God. Tired of being told that to pose too tough a question is blasphemy. Tired of people bullying me with their smug looks and knowing smiles when in truth they don’t know any more than I do. Tired of the comfort these people take in the large numbers of people around them who believe as they do, like these numbers make them more right than me.”
(sigh) “Okay, Harold, go on.”
“You know that ‘seek and ye shall find’ stuff, God. Well think of this as me ‘seeking.’”
“I said go on, Harold.”
“Oh yeah. But, eh, I got a little request first.”
“A little request?”
“Yeah, about the guys who cry ‘blasphemy’ every time I question their way of thinking. I thought maybe you might zap their tails a little. You know, throw the fear of you into them, keep them from coming down so hard on the rest of us.”
“Condemnation reflects one’s own inadequacies more than it advertises another’s, Harold. You should pity them for that. But in strict answer to your question, I offer what I said earlier: Ten minutes after being ... zapped ... they would be right back at it. Better is for you to assume more responsibility for protecting yourselves. I’ve given you the means; it is up to you to employ them.”
“Some of us have more ‘means’ than others, God.”
“It happens, Harold.”
Now at that point, I began to wonder which kind I was. Did I have more “means” or less “means”? I don’t like the loudmouths, but I don’t feel strong enough to take them on directly. I mean, all kinds of people would come down on me if I even hinted that I thought these guys, as popular as some of them are, smelled like they walked through a chicken coop in their bare feet. So I guess I have enough means to protect myself, but not enough to win out against the harm these guys do.
“Yeah, I hear you, God. And I know I gotta go along with whatever you say ...”
“What exactly do you mean by that, Harold?”
“Well, you know; the butt-burning thing.”
“Is that the only way you can believe, Harold? By fearing punishment?”
I thought about that some. I have fears like the next guy, but I don’t know that it makes me more religious. Or less. And I don’t know how much of it comes from being too close to the funny-eyes guys when they let loose in speech, I mean. For years they’ve been telling us we gotta fear God, that he has some kind of holocaust going and that we’re going to be tortured in a horrible way if we don’t fall into line. Even if that was true, which I don’t think it is, why is it so holy to give in to fear? If on Earth we keep from doing something just because we're afraid, we’re branded as cowards I don’t think anybody is going to say I’m ‘good’ or ‘holy’ just because he sees me trembling in fear. No, when fear strikes, we try to get hold of ourselves, even when, as in wartime, it might cost us our lives.
The same thing could be applied to the morality thing. What kind of sense does it make to say a guy is moral when the only reason he keeps from doing something bad is because he’s afraid of being punished? I’d say he’s more chicken than moral. Moral is a guy who keeps from doing something bad simply because he thinks it’s wrong.
Are we supposed to go through all eternity afraid to speak our minds? Me, I don’t think so. I mean, no two people think alike, and assuming we aren’t given a brand new personality after death, there are going to be a whole bunch of contrary opinions flying around heaven, all of them at the same time. (If we are given a new personality, then what was the sense of having the old one?) It doesn’t change anything if you keep those contrary opinions to yourself. If God looks into your heart, he’s going to see them and know.
I think the funny-eyes guys don’t give God enough credit. They infer that he feels threatened by diversity of opinion, even way-out opinion. Me, I figure he isn’t worried, that if it comes to a verbal boxing match, he knows he’ll come out ahead.
I sure wish I could’ve gotten an answer to the “guided-through-life” thing. When am I a puppet and when am I not a puppet? Am I worrying about stuff I can’t do anything about believing I have decisions to make when in truth they’ve already been made for me, that everything is preordained?
I don’t think anything’s preordained. I mean, if “preordained” means God knows everything in advance, seems to me he would do something to prevent the bad from happening. Like a cop who knows a crime is going down; if he does nothing to block it, we’d get all over his case.
But I had already come close to being “tedious” on that subject, so I decided to move on to something else, something sure to be close to God’s heart.
“Where exactly is heaven, God?”
“Where do you imagine it to be, Harold?”
“Well, in the past, people used to think of heaven as up in the air. I mean, there are a lot of paintings, some of them showing angels with wings and others showing you pushing clouds out of the way so you can point a finger down at us. But now we know that the higher you go, the less air you get, and that you can go on forever in any one direction without this changing. That tells me that heaven’s got to be sandwiched between Earth and the start of space. I mean, otherwise, why give angels wings?” Hey, why are you laughing, God?”
“You take things too literally, Harold.”
“But that’s what I mean, God. We got people out there preaching that we have to take what is said in the Bible literally.”
“I am afraid, Harold, that this is something else you must work out by yourself. I say again, what you believe is up to you.”
“But I don’t see ‘believing’ having anything to do with truth. Aren’t we supposed to go for truth?”
“Truth is something humans only give lip service too. More important to them is what they wish to believe.”
“But you’ll scorch our butts if we ‘believe’ the wrong thing.”
“Will I?”
“That’s what they say.”
“Then to you, that is what will happen. However, I caution you to open the entirety of your mind when regarding the arguments of others. What ‘they’ say may have little to do with what I expect of you.”
“They claim they’re only repeating what you say to them.”
“They talk to themselves and attribute it to me.”
“Don’t you talk to people, God? I mean, you’re talking to me now.”
“Am I?”
It was at this point that I woke up. And did that ever leave me with an empty feeling! I knew I had been awake all that time in my dream, I mean but the doubts began to pour in big-time. The day that followed was nothing like the one that preceded it, the one where I felt some kind of holy. Now I felt like an empty-headed worm. And I couldn’t put my finger on why.
The next night I decided to be even more careful about what I said no telling what God might do if I really pissed him off. I figured he was getting tired of hearing about all the bad from Earth and could use a little cheering up, so I went through my list of questions and picked out a few that weren’t so heavy.
“Hi, God, I’m back.”
“Joy to me!”
“Yeah, that’s cool, God. Good to see you in a better mood. You know, last night might’ve been a bad day for both of us. Maybe I said things that didn’t come out the way I thought about them when they were still floating around in my mind. You follow me?”
“Incredibly, I think I do.”
“Well, I didn’t mean to be hard-nosed or anything, I just....”
“Harold, are you apologizing?”
“Eh, yeah, I guess I am, God.”
“Well, don’t. I see genuine confusion in your mind, and however obnoxious you are in expressing it, there is nothing wrong with your reaching for answers. Indeed, you have a me-given need to do so.”
“Yeah, well thanks a heap, God. That’s mighty nice of you. And you know, I do have a little more of that ‘confusion’ to work out.”
“I am overwhelmed with surprise.”
“Ha! A God joke, eh, God?”
“Proceed with the questions, Harold.”
“Right on, God. Eh, here’s an easy one. Why does everyone look up when they’re talking to you I mean, you see it all the time? If a guy is on the wrong side of the Earth when he’s doing this, isn’t he looking away?”
“I’m everywhere, Harold.”
“Well then, why look up?”
“Next question, Harold.”
“Oh. Yeah, sure, God. But do you ever think about things like that?”
“Next question, Harold.
“Eh, well I read where you said ‘there shall be no other gods before me.’ What I wonder is, why would you say that if there are no other gods?”
“Figure of speech, Harold, an expression. Don’t think about it too much.”
“Yeah, but if there’s only one god and you’re it, no need to be jealous, you know?”
“Good point, Harold. Next question, please.”
“Oh, yeah, sure. Eh, I guess I’m doing that obnoxious thing again, huh, God?”
“You got it, Harold Oh good me; I’m beginning to sound like you!”
“Yeah, God. I like it. Guess I’m a good influence.
(sigh) “Your question, please.”
“You got it, God (just joking). Here, I got another one all ready to go. Eh, in the Bible, it talks about the four corners of the Earth. Was that because they didn’t know the world was round?”
“Another expression. Don’t let it keep you up nights.”
“Oh, I like being up nights, at least like this. I mean, you and me shooting questions back and forth, challenging one another.”
(sigh)
“But you got lots of Christians with pictures on their walls of Jesus looking up; didn’t he know the world was round?”
“Harold?”
“Yeah, well the reason I ask those kinds of questions is to demonstrate another thing about the guys with the funny eyes. If you look back in history you see them being sure as heck about something one day then sure as heck about something completely different the next: The world is flat; next day it’s round. The sun revolves around the Earth; next day it’s the other way around. And they never seem to learn; they go right on fitting new discoveries to what they want to believe. And they’re sure as heck when they’re finished that their interpretation is the absolute truth.”
“Humans are reluctant to revise long-held opinions, Harold.”
“But messing with the facts is just fooling yourself, God not you; I mean them. Why go right on like you were never wrong in the first place. And get pissed ... eh, mad ... if people start asking for proof the next time you come up with a new ‘truth’? You ask and you get something like, ‘What else can it be?’ (Isn’t that particular answer a contradiction, God. I mean, they’re saying they don’t know, therefore they know.)
“They’re trying, Harold.”
“Yeah, well so am I, God. But I’m looking for real truth not support for preconceived ideas. You know what I mean?”
“Yes I do, Harold. But you are suggesting that others do not harbor a similar quest for truth.”
“Hey, I’m the first to give the other guy his due. I mean, if I see any reason to, that is. But what am I to think when the rules change and not a heck of a lot of people see a problem in that?”
“Fear, Harold, the fear timid people have when faced with the prospect of questioning those they perceive as stronger than they. You share that tendency. I see it in you when you catch yourself before saying something you think might offend me.”
“Yeah, well I’m not dumb, God.”
“Dumb is relative, Harold.”
“Huh?”
“Please go on. I sense you are about to tell me more of what you believe to be inconsistencies.”
“Hey, how did you know that? Oh, yeah; you’re God. Well, you take the case of what happened during the 18th century. God’s ... eh, I mean your ... tendency to anger was hushed up a bit, especially in the Bibles people gave to children. Up to that point everybody said you were ‘demanding and vengeful.’ After that point you were declared to be a ‘benign educator of humanity.’ Now, how can both be true? What happens to yesterday’s truth that I’m not supposed to question when a new truth that I’m not supposed to question is put into play? You see my problem, God?”
“More than you know, Harold.”
“And what about the guy who’s supposed to be infallible? One of your guys?”
“No human being is infallible, Harold.”
“Well, he says he is.”
“Saying so does not make it so.”
“To me it doesn’t, but to a lot of other people it does. Don’t get me wrong; it’s a great technique. I wouldn’t mind if people believed that of me. Harold, the infallible; self proclaimed!”
“Would you ‘lord’ it over them, Harold?”
“Hey, not me. Not more than a little anyway. It’s just a neat thought, that’s all. Anyway this same infallible guy used to insist that the sun went around the Earth he was ready to zap Galileo for saying something different.”
“He was human, Harold. As I said, humans make mistakes.”
“Yeah, okay, but it’s humans who are telling me what’s right and what’s wrong and what to do. How do I know what they’re saying now isn’t just another ‘mistake’?”
“The really passionate believers work with a crutch, Harold. The light of their religion makes them see what they believe I got that from Thomas Aquinas by the way.”
“Eh...”
“Give credit where credit is due, Harold. The point is, you must judge the passion of the person on whom you rely for any kind of information. Too much enthusiasm could block some or all of the value of what he or she might have said.”
“Yeah, I buy what you’re saying, God, but it sure makes me uncomfortable at times. These ‘really passionate believers’ can do harm to guys who don’t play along.”
“It is a discomfort you can do something about. There are people, Harold, who simultaneously hold great stature and questionable motives. What they believe they also imagine to be true and, as such, they become less and less able to handle what might threaten beliefs that they have no desire nor inclination to alter. The onus is on you to not be afraid to judge each of them on his or her merits, to decide for yourself how much of them you wish to endure.”
“Not easy to do, God. Everybody’s afraid to say something nasty about a guy who claims he’s talking to you directly.”
“Then they must suffer their lack of courage. As I have said, the passion of one’s beliefs has little to do with whether those beliefs hold any validity. One who professes to know truth has an obligation to fully and fairly consider opposing opinion. If he fails to do so, if he fails to challenge himself with all the doubts and counter-arguments that man can devise, then the beliefs he holds are less than commendable. They are little more than recordings in a stagnant mind, to be replayed upon Pavlov’s call.”
He let me see his eyes then, and what I saw was determination and just a hint of disgust. What I didn’t know, however, was whether this was for me or for mankind in general. Since I was a lot closer to the lightning bolts, I hoped it was the latter. I even angled my head to see if the puff of cloud I was sitting on was grounded.
I also hoped he wasn’t thinking I was picking on just one of his boys, the guy who thinks of himself as infallible, I mean. Just in case, I let him in on some of the other things I’d heard.
“You know, God, there are guys out there who believe it turns you on to see them murder people who don’t think like they do. They say you take them into heaven faster when they do this.”
“And you take them seriously?”
“Hey, you should see some of these guys, God. They get so wrapped up in one way of looking at things they go crazy if they don’t get to die during an attack.”
“Do you really imagine that I would be impressed by someone who tries to please me by hurting others, either physically or mentally? Do you imagine, with all I am capable of doing, that I need such people to accomplish what I wish to accomplish?”
“Hey, to me a crazy is a crazy; it doesn’t matter what else is floating around in his mind or what side he’s on. I’m just telling you what kind of opinion is floating around down there, what kind of people I gotta put up with. But these same guys, even though they try to get to paradise in a hurry, want to take revenge against whoever helped put them there that’s what I mean about not thinking things through.”
“When you follow someone or something blindly, all you can truthfully say about yourself is that you are blind.”
“Hey, I like that, God. That mean you agree with me?”
“No, Harold, it does not. It means only that I agree with your premise that human beings should think through what they believe. Especially if they are prone to act on those beliefs.”
“Yeah, but what if they don’t, God, think things through before they act, I mean? Some guys can only get to feeling good about themselves if they get others to go along with their ideas. They don’t get satisfaction, they want to lash out at somebody.”
“Then deal with them.”
“Eh, we could use a little help in that, God. It’s a humungus mess we’re talking about here.”
“The help you seek can be found among yourselves. I am not here to play human, Harold, as you are not here to play me. As humans you have created problems and as humans you must solve them.”
“We can’t call on you, God?”
“You can call on me all you want, Harold, but you must rely on yourselves.”
“I gotta admit, God, I don’t understand that.”
“Someday you will, Harold. Someday you will.”
I was a little surprised at that. It sounded like he was telling me we weren’t exactly way up there on his list of priorities, that we should go our way as he intended to go his. But I held back asking him that, figuring there was something in his words he wanted me to think about. I mean, if I push everybody else to think things through, the least I can do is follow my own advice.
It was, however, a natural lead-in to my next set of questions.
“You know, God, one really big religion down on Earth says the gods are an invention of man, that you’re sort of an imaginary playmate for adults.”
“What do you think?”
“No way! Hey, I’m here with you now.”
“You are asleep, Harold. How do you know you are not dreaming?”
“Well ... You know, God, these are the kind of questions I’m supposed to be asking you.”
“Oh but you are asking them, Harold.”
The air was getting thicker, and it was beginning to make me sweat. I looked around to see if God had a little stand-by fire going, you know, like a pilot light. There was nothing other than the cloud, nothing I could see at least, but just the thought of it was enough to make me want to play it safe. You know, go with the light stuff.
“When you waved your magic wand and said, ‘Let there be light,’ who were you talking to?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Hey, no problem, God. A little too much to eat maybe?”
“I mean your question. Where did that come from?”
“Oh. Well, that was the start of everything, right?”
“Go on.”
“Well who was there before everything started?”
“You would not understand, Harold.”
“That’s exactly it, God, I don’t. I mean, if you were ordering someone to create light, were you sitting there in the dark? Did you need the light to see; did you even have eyes I mean, if there wasn’t any light, why would you need eyes? And who are the guys who did the job for you? Electricians maybe? Do they have the magic, or did you give them just enough to get the job done?”
“Harold?”
“And how did you know what light was if you didn’t already have it?”
“Harold?”
“Eh, more ‘expressions,’ God?”
(sigh) “There are some questions that have no meaningful answers, Harold. Time, for example. By definition, it could never have begun, thus there is no answer to give whoever would ask that question.”
“Gotcha. Boggles the mind, doesn’t it, God?”
(sigh)
“But that brings up an interesting point We have to assume you’re always right and we’re always wrong sounds a little like my ex-wife, by the way. But how do you yourself know that you’re right? I mean, who told you this; who set you up in this God thing, and what was here before that?”
“I was always here.”
“But how do you know that unless you asked somebody? I mean, you can’t look back to the beginning of your memory because there is no beginning sorta like time, and you just said there’s no beginning to that. All you can do is keep searching further and further back, and not finding a beginning, you got the problem of not knowing why you’re here. Or who made you. And the other part of that as well: not knowing for sure that whatever you’re doing is right I mean, who would have told you that? If there was a somebody, where did this guy come from, and how do you know he was telling the truth? It’s sorta like that infallible thing: saying so doesn’t make it so.”
“You want to rephrase that, Harold?”
“Hey, no offense, God. I’m not always good at how I put things. What I mean is, even you can’t know the beginning if there never was a beginning, and not knowing the beginning, you can’t know how you got here or why. Yeah, I know, I’m playing lawyer again, but what this tells me is I don’t know why I’m here either.”
“You are here because of me.”
“How about why you’re here?”
“I’m here because I want to be.”
“But how did you know you wanted to be here before you were here?”
“I was always here. I revert back to my statement that some questions have no meaningful answer.”
“Well, okay, but aren’t they still legitimate questions? Do we have to just accept things even when, in our minds, they don’t fit so good? If I did that, just accepted it all, I mean, what I feel inside would still be there. I would still wonder why you were here, and I would still think that there would never have been a start where you could have made a conscious decision to be here, and if that didn’t happen, you couldn’t know why you wanted to be here and what the sense of it is and why being here is better than not being here.”
“I am so pleased you decided to share all this with me, Harold.”
“Hey, no problem, God, I just think a lot. Like where is ‘here’ for instance? In the scheme of things, I mean. How can you know the extent of your own boundaries if, by definition, you don’t have any boundaries? How can you check out everything, keep a Godly eye on your realm so to speak, if there’s no such thing as everywhere?”
As you see, I had trouble keeping the conversation light. Plus, I think I pissed my buddy, God, off a bit in pushing it as hard as I did. Still, I sure wish I had the answer to that don’t know what I’d do with it, but I’d sure like to have it. And while I was asking him about how he knew he wanted to exist, I was thinking the same thing about ourselves. How did we know we wanted life before we had it? What were we before we had life? Whatever it was, was it so bad that we wanted to switch to what we have now?
Anyway, I tried one last time before calling it a night. And this time I figured a way to finger somebody else.
“Do you have supervisors, God?”
“What?”
“I’m talking about the chaos on Earth. Do you have business managers or something like that, people who run things down there for you.”
“And if I did?”
“Bingo! Hey you know, that was just a shot in the dark. Didn’t know I’d hit the old nail on the old head. Well, if you want a little suggestion, God, I think you should check them out some, check out some of the things they got going. I mean, you’d think they don’t even like working with one another. One guy brings rain to an area already drowning in flood, and another brings more sunshine to a place that desperately needs rain. Then you get.....”
“Maybe ‘they’ are testing you.”
“Naw, that wouldn’t make sense. I mean they gotta know our threshold of pain; why would they need to ‘test’ it? Why would they even want to? It’s like we have a pet and we stick pins in it to ‘test’ it what kinda sense would that make? We wouldn’t get a better pet out of it, only an angrier one. No, I think if your supervisors wanted to test, they’d go about it in a more humane way. A written exam, something like that.”
“You don’t believe in the value of pain, Harold?”
“Only when it helps at the same time, like when your hand is touching a hot stove and the pain makes you pull it back.”
“How about suffering?”
“Seeing people suffer just makes me sad, God. And I don’t see suffering adding character to anybody. I see it making them either depressed or bitter. The guys with the funny eyes and pointing fingers say this makes them a better candidate for heaven, but I think that’s just sour grapes, a way to make people who are having a lousy life think their misery is helping them score points for the next one.”
“Even if that were true, do you think this is so bad? Would you rather such people had nothing to seize on?”
“I’d rather they not suffer in the first place, God. Certainly not as a way to get them ready for heaven.”
“How about to punish them?”
“Honestly, God, I just don’t see that as the reason for misery. I mean, you get tiny little kids suffering big time what did they do to deserve that? And old people and disappointed people and hurt people; what did they do? Why are so many people so wrong that they need so much misery dumped on them so often? Like my pet example, it’s like us being really mean to a dog because it’s acting too much like a dog. I’m not saying you can’t whack the damn mutt alongside the head from time to time, but I don’t see torturing him or setting fire to him, nothing like that. But that’s exactly what they say you do. I mean, you, God, not your supervisors.”
“They or you?”
“Hey, not me, God. I’m here to be set straight; that’s what I’m trying to get across. I’m talking about the people who go around saying they talk to you, the people I’ve been complaining about, the loud guys with the funny eyes. They tell us a lot of mean and nasty stuff about what kind of a guy you are, how you’re going to burn our butts for all of eternity if we step out of line. But you see, I don’t believe a word of it. I mean, why would you do that?”
“But you don’t mind if I ‘whack you alongside the head’ now and then?”
“Ha! Good one, God. Guess I had that coming.”
“Harold?”
“Yes, God?”
“You have more questions?”
“Well, I feel a little stupid asking some of this, God.”
“No one is stupid who seeks knowledge, Harold. Stupid is he who is content with the knowledge he has.”
“Hey, no way that’s me, God. Harold the malcontent, they call me.”
(sigh)
“Well anyway and I’m asking, not criticizing, you understand but who designed our backs, one of your supervisors?”
“Yours doesn’t function properly?”
“Mine and half of humanity’s, God. We just weren’t meant to stand on two feet.”
“I can change that, Harold!”
“Oh would you, God? Man, I’m tired of my back aching all the time. So’s everybody else I talk to.”
(sigh) Go on to your next question, please.
“Yeah, well I’m kinda curious about why you would create something so much weaker than you?”
“Simple. I’m a jealous god. I don’t like the idea of competition.”
“Yeah, I hear you. But doesn’t that now don’t get mad, God, I’m only talking doesn’t that suggest ... pride? And if pride is a sin for us, why is it so good for you?”
“You want to try that again, Harold?”
“Hey, don’t get me wrong; I like pride. I got some myself, and for good reason. And I sorta like the idea of being a big boss some day. Maybe I never will be one, but I like to know that the possibility is there. With you, I guess it’s gotta be different. No matter how hard we try we’re not gonna get promoted all the way to God, right?”
“What do you think?”
“Yeah, I know, the job’s taken.”
“And you think that’s unfair.”
(shrug) “Well, it is in us to strive to be the best I mean you put that thought there, right? And here in the good old USA, we don’t believe in kings and queens and stuff like that, people who get where they are just by being born.”
“Your point, Harold?”
“Well we got this ‘strive-to-be-best’ stuff in us but we can’t do anything about it once we get in bed with you no offense, God, just a way of speaking. We gotta be content with being inferior forever, sorta like a permanent underclass.”
“Harold ...”
“Yeah, I know. I already said I’m not very good at how I put things sometimes. But it’s not my fault if I’m confused about this stuff, God. And I really am trying to clear it all up. I wouldn’t be here right now if I wasn’t.”
“Don’t tempt me, Harold.”
“Ha! Another good one, God; you got a way with words. But I still got questions that cry out for answers.”
“Some other time, Harold.”
“One more?”
(sigh) “One more.”
“Well the resurrection. That’s where you took Jesus...”
“I know how the story goes, Harold.”
Yeah, right. But something about that always confused me. Why would you take his body up to heaven. I mean, you know, God, after a while a body starts to...”
“This is what has been keeping you up nights, Harold?”
“Well, I know you can’t let him hang on to it. I mean, you let one guy keep his body, everybody else will want to do the same.”
“Goodnight, Harold.”
“Eh, goodnight, God.”
Well, it ended better than it began, although I wasn’t sure how close I came to being part of the ‘suffering’ I was complaining about. Sometimes I think I should just keep my doubts to myself.
But then, the big guy would know about them anyway, right? I mean, if he knows my heart, he knows my doubts, even if I don’t always have the courage to admit them to myself; consciously, I mean.
I would have liked to’ve gotten something going on that suffering thing. That one really bothers me. It just makes no sense to me that a civilized being could suggest pain and suffering as a good way to make a person deserving. I mean, deserving of anything. Why am I more deserving if my finger hurts than if it doesn’t? Why would a benevolent being want my finger to hurt, any more than I want to hurt the fingers of those inferior to me and there are some, believe it or not? I feel sorry for those guys that are hurting, but I don’t think making up stories about how it helps punch their ticket for the great beyond does anything other than stretch credibility. And create big-time doubters.
People are desperate to believe, too desperate at times, leastwise that’s what I think. This coupled with being afraid to ask questions gives the loud-voice types a license to steal both money and minds. They can make declarations that would better fit a fairy tale. Like one time, in response to me stubbing my toe, a guy sitting off to one side says, “God is sending you a message.” Yeah, he’s telling me to watch where the hell I’m walking. (I thought of belting the guy in the mouth then telling him God was trying to tell him to keep it shut.)
Me, I think we should try to push our fears far enough away to take a hard look at the stuff that, under any other circumstances, grownups would find ridiculous.
Well, by now I was pretty much into this thing, this thing where I get to unload on God and, in doing so, get things off my chest. My days had settled down to what they were before, although I still held on to that holy look, not only with my friends but while standing alone in front of mirrors as well. I kinda liked it. My nights, of course, were spent with the big guy. I liked that too.
I wondered why he continued to let this happen. I can’t remember getting specific answers to any of my questions, although I always felt better having asked them. I mean, it not only helped me, but it also helped my fellow homo-whatsanames. It’s like God now knows how the people think and can begin working on the problems. Politicians do that; a few of them do, at least.
“Hey, God, about this praying thing.”
(sigh)
“Well, this is a biggie. I mean, some people think we should walk around all day begging you to do something that, by their definition, you aren’t inclined to want to do on your own.”
“Your question, Harold.”
“Yeah, well I gathered something together here that I want to run by you. You see, I figure it’s not you expecting us to do this, this praying stuff, I mean. It’s the heavy breathers, the guys with the funny eyes and loud mouths. Like what can a million repetitions of “please, God” do other than drive you up the wall, right?”
“Your question, Harold.”
“I mean, you have your own mind and your own criteria. Besides, if everything is preordained, what we say isn’t going make a heck of a lot of difference. You have it on the menu, you’re going to do it. You don’t, you won’t.”
“Harold?”
“Yeah, okay, on to my idea. Well, what it is is proof that praying doesn’t change a thing.”
“Proof?”
“Statistical proof. You know, like political polls, only much bigger.”
“You are serious about this?”
“Damn ... eh, darn straight, God. Look, the way it works is, the bigger the sample, the more reliable the results isn’t that what a poll is all about?”
“Your point?”
“Yeah, well you take a big enough poll that the accuracy can’t be contested and whatever comes out of it is mathematical proof ninety-nine point nine percent probability of it being the real skinny, that sort of thing. Sorta like proving whose blood you got by testing its DNA.”
“Did you ever hear of the O.J. Simpson trial, Harold?”
“Yeah, I see your point, God. But I think that was humans doing the interpreting. Humans with a private agenda.”
“And you don’t think there’ll be interpreters here who also serve a ‘private agenda’?”
“Well, you can’t get everybody to be honest with themselves, God, but if we make the sample large enough, like a million or even ten million cases, there are going to be a lot less people able to argue with the results.”
“You are going to do this?”
“Ha! Too expensive for me, God. But hel ... eh, heck, for you it’d be a breeze. Just mortgage a galaxy or two.”
“Harold!”
“Just joking, God. But think of it. You get the best experts in the world to construct the most unbiased questionnaire they can think of, then lay it on millions of people from thousands of different walks of life rich, poor, in-between; happy, sad, in-between; everything you can think of that makes sense. You separate all these questionnaires into a bunch of categories heavy praying types, medium praying types, all the way down to the guy who doesn’t even know how to spell prayer.”
“Present company excepted, Harold?”
“Ha! Good one, God. I know about praying; I just don’t believe in it. I mean, I don’t think I should keep at you to solve my problems. I figure you’d rather I quit begging and get out and do something to solve them myself.”
“With some people, Harold, the problems become overwhelming.”
“Hey, I hear you. But, like I said last night when we were talking about pain and suffering and stuff like that, I don’t figure that’s your doing. And I can’t see you standing around waiting to hear someone beg you to stop hurting them we got names for people who do stuff like that. Besides, a lot of the praying is just plain silly. I mean, you have students praying to do well on a final exam If I was you, I’d tell them to open a book and get to studying. And somebody else praying their thanks to you when they have something great happen to them, like winning the lottery. Like you rigged the thing against all the other guys who played.”
“When fortune hits, some people fear it will not continue unless they share the credit. That is human nature, Harold.”
“Yeah, well it sure doesn’t look good when they do it, God. And it doesn’t look good when people accept this as a worthy demonstration of faith.”
“Go on with your question, Harold.”
“Yeah, the big statistical poll thing. Well, you separate each group into whatever categories best speak of the success they’re having in life, both the good and the bad, then you check to see if there’s any meaningful difference between these categories. The trick is all in the questionnaire. It’s got to be constructed in such a way that you aren’t just getting back what you want to see. You can’t, for example, ask something dumb like, ‘Does God answer your prayers?’ What nutcase would say no to that? I mean, he might see fifteen things going wrong with his life and only one thing going right and seize on the latter as a reason to answer yes to the question. My point is, if the questionnaire is put together by fair and reasonable people, then the results will be fair and reasonable and the truth will unfold. And with such a big sample, that truth will really be the truth.”
“You apparently have decided that there will be no difference between groups.”
“Well, that’s why I say I don’t think it’s you wanting us to bug you with prayers day in and day out. When I look around the world, I see things happening to all kinds of people, rich or poor, smart or dumb, religious or non-religious. And because I’m not looking for what I want to find, I can see the randomness in it. Bad happens to good people and bad people anytime and anywhere; there’s no pattern to it. People who pray see what they want to see and interpret what they want to interpret. No, God, I don’t think they’ll be any meaningful difference between groups. Not in a religious sense, there won’t.”
“A little pessimistic, don’t you think, Harold?”
“Hey, I’m just telling you what I see of the real world. But you don’t have to take my word for it, God. You can do the study and prove it one way or the other. The way I look at it, if I’m right, you won’t have so many people telling you how to run your business.”
“Which you, of course, would never do.”
“Hey, no way. But since you ask, I got a few ideas about how to set up heaven.”
“Goodnight, Harold.”
“Eh, goodnight, God.”
Now I didn’t really expect him to take me up on that, but if he had, one of the things I would have suggested is to get some safe areas going. You know, places where a body ... eh, a person ... could go to get away from all the guys he didn’t like in life. I mean, who wants to spend eternity with people who make you barf? The loud, preaching types, for example. (I’ll bet they’ll continue to rant and rave even when there’s no longer a reason to.)
I would also have suggested that he drop the wings-on-angels thing. It limits heaven to places that have air, and that makes it pretty small compared to everything that’s out there in the big, wide universe. And I’d suggest he advertise more, you know, hire the best of Madison Avenue and let them tell the world what heaven’s really like maybe have special days or two-for-one sales, whatever makes good marketing sense. A splashy campaign would get people drooling, get them thinking straight, get the big guy more takers. Maybe we could get a frequent flyer program going for angels, that is unless he takes me up on that thing about repossessing angel wings.
I had the idea that what I was saying about praying might not make me an instant hit in his eyes, but I figured the big guy’s ego could take the hit. I mean, if his ego is that fragile, what chance do any of us have of surviving all of eternity? How could we possibly keep from saying the wrong thing, especially during the first million years when we’re still settling in? Heck, I came close to doing so in just a few nights.
While I was talking to God about praying, I almost said something about worship. I held back even though I question this as well. I mean, I question whether that really came from him. If I did that to someone on Earth worship a fellow human, I mean you’d call it kissing ... eh, up. Now I might like that kind of ego boost myself, but not all the time. After a few thousand years I’d be ready to tell all my worshippers to put a cork in it.
The way I see it, it’s insulting to say that a God, who we claim is above it all and can do anything he wants, could be so small?” I mean, it makes him sound like a Roman emperor or a crazy middle east despot. Think about what kind of personality somebody would have to have to want to be “worshipped” all the time?
“Hey, god, you got rules about praying in heaven?”
“I thought you didn’t believe in prayers, Harold.”
“Yeah, well I still had to ask. I mean, I never said I had all the answers.”
“Oh my, I will have to revise your file.”
“Ha! You’re quick, God. But anyway, I figure the answer is no. I mean if we already have paradise, what would we be praying for?”
“Good point, Harold.”
“Eh, God, I detect a little sarcasm there.”
“A God’s prerogative, Harold.”
“Hey give the devil his ... eh, I guess that’s not a great saying in this neck of the woods, eh, God?”
(sigh)
He knows I didn’t mean anything by that. It was just an expression, something that popped into my mind happens a lot. The same thing about the giant poll on praying; it just popped into my mind. And when that happens, why not come right out and say it, right? He’d be more pissed at me for trying to hide it than for blurting it out in a forthright manner like I always do.
What I didn’t say, because I sorta chickened out by then, was that the same kind of poll could apply to religion in general. I mean, you could do a survey that would check out how people of different religions have fared in life. My bet is, there wouldn’t be a dime’s worth of difference between any of them. Good and bad happens to representatives of all ten thousand religions pretty much equally.
On thinking about it, I decided it was worth chancing a question or two with God.
“Hey, God, what religion am I supposed to be?”
“What?!”
“What religion is the right one, I mean. They can’t all be right; they don’t believe the same thing. I got people telling me they’re the only ones who got it right, that you’re only interested in people who believe in religion 5,648. Then I got other people saying the same thing but about religion 8,926 which contradicts religion 5,648. When I ask them why I should believe them above everybody else, all they say is that I should pray to you for guidance.”
“Search your heart; what do you see there?”
“Yeah, I hear you, and I did that. But all that’s sitting in my heart at the moment is confusion and frustration.”
“You have no inclination? One direction or another?”
“Yeah, I have an inclination to go with the flow; to go along with whoever yells the loudest and threatens me the most. But doing that won’t change a thing, inside of me, I mean. I’ll still be wondering which one, if any, is the truth if there is a truth out there, that’s the one I want to go with.”
“And what do you think is the truth?”
“Don’t have a clue.”
“You don’t know what you believe?”
“No, I don’t mean that. I mean I don’t have a clue which of these thousands of voices is giving me the real skinny. My heart and every other part of my body wants to believe something, but not something so filled with holes that to believe it I gotta look the other way. There are too many people doing that; too many people who substitute faith for truth if they believe it, they have ‘faith’ that it’s true.”
“You don’t believe in faith either, Harold?”
“Well, that’s just it, God. Faith in what? Religion 236, 3,495, 9815? Some say if we guess wrong, we lose our souls? Ask a representative of any single religion and they’ll swear they know the answer to that question. And they’ll say it’s you guiding them in this, God, that they’re only doing your bidding.”
“And you believe otherwise?”
“Oh heck yes! Whatever god they’re talking about, it isn’t you. I mean, why would you tell one guy one thing and another guy just the opposite? All that does is get them to fighting one another there is a lot of that going on, God.”
“The insecurity thing, Harold. People become insecure in direct proportion to how effectively their beliefs are questioned.”
“Well, don’t get me wrong, God. They’re not all that way. Some of these heavy-believer types are really nice about it, being questioned, I mean.”
“But you cannot find ‘faith’ in what they say.”
“Well, I don’t gotta be some kind of mental giant to know that nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine of the ten thousand religions gotta be wrong. If one guy says something is black and the next guy says it’s white, one of these guys ought to rethink his bets. It’s simple physics.”
“Logic, Harold, not physics.”
“Yeah, close enough. But I was hoping you’d give me the real skinny. Then I’ll know and can tell the nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine screamers of today and the nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine screamers that are sure to pop up tomorrow where to put their ideas. What do you say, God?”
“I say it’s past your bedtime, Harold.”
“Eh, a minute more, God? This is really important and if you make me wake up now, I’ll only have to ask the same thing tomorrow night.”
(sigh)
“I guess that means, okay, right, God?’
“Go on, Harold.”
“Well maybe you could do it a different way. Take all those people with the bulging eyes and help them to cooperate, help them to think it through.”
“And how do you suggest I do this?”
“Simple, fry their butts just a little, I mean. At the very least, it would get them out of everybody’s face.”
“Their hands would be busy soothing their simmering butts rather than gesturing at the sky.”
“You got the picture real good, God.”
“A modest proposal indeed, Harold.”
“You really think so, God? Well I been doing a lot of heavy thinking, and I guess some of it shows.”
“Some of it, Harold.”
I gotta say, it was like pulling teeth trying to get the big guy to give me the skinny on this. Well, I don’t know if he has teeth, but you know what I mean.
But the question was probably the most important one I’d posed since we started having these nightly chats, and I knew if I had the answer here, I’d be halfway there. I really meant it when I told God that the concept of ‘faith’ doesn’t cut it with me. By definition it’s belief in the absence of fact. And if you let yourself decide things on faith rather than fact, where do you draw the line? Should you have faith in Hitler? In Stalin? Should a Christian nod agreement when a Buddhist asks him to accept Buddha on faith? Or a Moslem with Jesus? I mean, if you got a Buddhist who relies on faith and a Christian who relies on faith then common sense should tell you that, for at least one of these guys, faith isn’t getting the job done.
“You are a picture of tolerance, Harold.”
“Hey, tolerance is my middle name, God. It’s just I don’t like a lot of the people I tolerate.”
(sigh)
Anyhow, why should faith be substituted for God-given reasoning? Me, I think there should be more of the old brain power applied to what a guy believes. If it fits, run with it; if it doesn’t, change it or chuck it. What I see out there right now is far from what I would flatter with the term “brain power.” I see people locking step with other people, falling into line on the basis of faith and swearing passionate allegiance to religion 7,892, this even though they never bothered to get to know the others. It’s sorta like the concept of tradition; “If our forefathers did it this way, that’s good enough for me.”
“Too often, tradition is the refuge of small minds, Harold. Why should those who are no longer alive get to call the shots for you? The knowledge available to mankind today is superior to that available to your “forefathers;” logic suggests that this makes their viewpoints and their arguments less defensible than your own.”
“Yeah, I hear you, God, but I didn’t mean to condemn tradition, at least not all the way. I mean, some of it is sorta nice; some of the things I used to do as a kid gives me kicks even today. And the ceremonies and stuff like that; I don’t know what we’d do without them.”
“What you keep and what you discard is completely up to you, Harold. I merely encourage you to make it your choice and not the choice of those who have already lived their lives.”
I didn’t argue the point because I agreed with him. I think too many people hide behind weak statements and call it “tradition” ”Our forefathers wanted it this way,” stuff like that. Sometimes people say such things to make something else they’re saying go down easier. Like guys who say we should as a nation “favor” the religion that our forefathers favored. Putting aside the error in that we had all kinds of religions in the founding fathers, which is probably the reason they tried to come up with something fair to everybody that’s just another way of one guy trying to bully his beliefs onto his neighbor.
I guess religion itself is a form of tradition. I mean, for most people religious education is not so much a search for knowledge as it is memorizing all the things your parents believe. Oh, there are some who look into the competition, but mostly this is just in search of reasons why the next guy’s beliefs don’t stand up to their own. They don’t look at what religion 3,801 really is, where it came from, and why so many good people swear by it.
“Hey, God, I got a good example of why we need help. We got all kinds of people people of good heart feeding their kids a narrow point of view and telling them it’s hard fact.”
“Your point, Harold?”
“Well, I’m wondering the value of what these kids wind up believing. Or what their parents believe for that matter, since chances are they got it from their parents? And what about the morality of telling kids that there’s only one truth, that everybody else got it wrong?
“To them everyone else does have it wrong.”
“Yeah, but it’s gotta be obvious even to them that what they say can’t be fact if they can’t prove it and if somebody else disagrees with them which is always the case.”
“Yes, but you can not prove them in error either, and that to them is a more salient ‘fact.’”
“Well, okay, but what does that say about the concept of truth? Why is Catholicism true if you grow up in a Catholic home and Judaism true if you grow up in a Jewish home? You switch these kids at birth and chances are they’re going to see it different. The Catholic kid will swear by Judaism and the Jewish kid will swear by Catholicism. Same with any other religion; chances are the kids are going to accept what they’re told by their parents, maybe even beat up other kids to prove how right they are. To them, everybody else is some kind of nutcase who can’t see the ‘light’ that they can see so easily. And these are nice people I’m talking about; good people.”
“Would you have parents teach their children something that they themselves do not believe?”
“Well, no, but anyone with a shred of honesty about him has got to know that he’s skirting the truth if not outright lying to his own flesh and blood. I gotta wonder why people do that. Does it strengthen their own beliefs if they brainwash their kids the same way they were brainwashed when they were kids? Me, I think they should tell the little monsters the truth, that there are thousands of different opinions on what happens after death, and that no one currently alive has any way of proving which one, if any, is correct.
“They follow their hearts, Harold.”
“Are you saying there’s no harm done, God?”
“That depends on how demanding a parent is that their children adhere to the specifics of their teachings.”
“Yeah, I know what you mean. I’ve seen parents drive their kids away from religion entirely just by being too strict.”
“To the extent that they do not inflict a crippling trauma on their child, they are merely passing on their opinion even as they present this as fact. And what opinion they pass on is, as you say, born of good intent.”
“I think I know what you’re saying, God, that I should be more tolerant. It’s just that I have trouble understanding why it isn’t better if the kids know all the facts rather than just a few. Then they could start thinking for themselves.”
“Not realistic under today’s circumstances, Harold. The subject matter engenders too much emotion.”
As you can see, this one really gets to me. It wouldn’t be half bad if “the subject matter” didn’t bring so much havoc to the world. Having so many opinions, each competing for that illusive “one and only truth,” brings out the worst in people. Not just now, but all through recorded history. Jealousy, hate, intolerance and more wars than I can count, all between “good” God-fearing people and all in the name of this or that brand of religion. I wouldn’t ask God this at least not directly but I often get to wondering whether peace on earth and good will toward men wouldn’t be better served by encouraging less religion rather than more.
“It’s me, God. Harold. I’m asleep again and I got an idea.”
“There is a me after all.”
“Hey, you’re in a good mood tonight, huh, God?”
“Are you saying I have bad moods, Harold?”
“Well, you can bet I’m watching out for them. I mean, taking care to be diplomatic and all.”
“‘Diplomatic?’”
“Yeah. That’s where you watch what y...”
“I know what the word means, Harold.”
“Oh yeah, of course. You probably invented it, huh?”
(sigh) I take it you are still on the same kick?”
“Well, sorta. I’ve been reading about ancient religions, the ones we don’t believe in any more.”
“False Gods.”
“Yeah, everybody agrees with that now. Trouble is, religions come and go yet nobody learns from this, how we laugh at what went before us even as we grab a new religion and fly with it. And even as this new religion changes over time. Your guy Jesus, for example, he’s only two thousand years old, but already the truth about what he was and what we should do to acknowledge him is split hundreds of ways, some of them sporting claims that are really far out. Like the guys who believe they have the right to lord it over gals. And other guys who think you want them to have a bunch of wives I gotta confess, that one might have a little of the old ‘socially redeeming value.’”
“You see that as fair, Harold?”
“Hey, they don’t say much about fair, God. They say you’re the one telling them to do this, that the gals have to give in or risk getting a barbecued butt from you.”
“You said you had an idea, Harold.”
“Yeah, something you said last night about giving you advice.”
“And you’re not worried that I might consider this a bit ... presumptuous?”
“Well, I figured you liked a guy with initiative, a guy willing to jump in and do his bit no matter what the risk to him personally.”
(sigh) “Proceed, Harold.”
“Well, I’ve been reading about the goddess Astarte, where those who believed in her worshipped in a kinda nice way. When they felt the need to be holy, they sought out a little knookie.”
“Knookie?”
“Yeah, that’s where a guy and a gal...”
“I know the procedure, Harold.”
“Yeah, well I figured this into my campaign to advertise heaven I did tell you about that, didn’t I?”
“What do you think?”
“Oh sure, you read my mind. Well the other things I said ... eh, thought ... were intended in a good way, God. I meant, no offense, right?”
“You think I should ‘advertise’ to those who wish to join me here in heaven that an ‘Astarte’ will be waiting to greet them?”
“Well, not exactly, God. I just thought it wouldn’t hurt for a little of that stuff to leak through in our worship of you. That would boost the old attendance in church a bit.”
“You want to think that through, Harold?”
“Huh? Oh god, God. I didn’t mean you directly. I didn’t mean that.”
“Who do you imagine would carry out such a ... benefit?”
“Well, now that you come ... eh get ... right down to it, God, I guess you’re right: I do need to think it through.”
“Please do, Harold. ...And let me know if you come up with something that might work.”
“Ha! Way to go, God! You really are in a good mood tonight.”
(sigh)
I figured he wasn’t too disappointed with my suggestion, and that encouraged me to think up more. Heck, any place could use a little livening up from time to time, even heaven. After a few thousand years of tiptoeing around trying not to make waves, a little diversion would be a godsend ... eh, blessing. The place could probably use a little maintenance too.
That last thought brought to mind another question to ask the big guy: Who does the cleaning in heaven. I wonder if he has trouble getting them to do windows.
“Hey, God, you going to write any more books?”
“You do think in mysterious ways, Harold.”
“Yeah, I guess we are a pair at that, you and me. What I mean is and I’m not saying I didn’t like your first book in today’s world, the Bible is read so many different ways, you don’t know what to believe. We need a new edition, an updated version, bigger and better, with all the really cool words of today you can make room for them by dropping the thee’s and the thou’s. That’s not how they talked in your time anyway. I mean, they talked Hebrew, right?”
“It could be that I like the gentle nature of the thee’s and the thou’s, Harold.”
“Hey, no sweat; we go with the thee’s and thou’s. Anyway, I think there’s merit to my idea, God. I mean, you don’t want to go down as a one-book author. ...Hey, God, where’d you go; I was talking.”
There was another part of that I wanted to ask: About an article I read mentioning the possibility of the Bible being written by a woman, that the way it presents women, in a more favorable light than anyone thought of women in those days, sorta hints at that. The subtle humor too; more like a woman’s humor. Just as well he bugged off; my asking could prompt him to start looking around for lightning bolts. You know how authors can be when you mess around with their stuff.
Well I sure put my foot in it that night. Enough so that, as soon as I woke up, I crossed off a lot of the questions I was figuring to ask. I mean, you come close to the fire enough times and you’re going to feel the heat I think Harry Truman said that.
Even so, I believe my idea about Astarte would work if God and me put our heads together. It’s not that I think Earthly pleasures are more important than heavenly bliss. Just that they have a certain flavor to them that isn’t all that bad. I mean, God must have tried the sex thing at one time, otherwise why would he have thought to pass it through to us. And since he did pass it through to us, he must have wanted us to use it. Nice guy that God. Good morale builder.
“Hey, God, why don’t we ever talk during the daytime?”
“I have my limits, Harold.”
“Huh?”
“Between our talks, I feel a great need to rest.”
“Yeah, I get a little tired myself. The next time we get to the seventh night we should party a little.”
(sigh) “I feel that need pouring over me again.”
“Hey, no sweat, God. I’ll let you go.”
“You know, Harold, sometimes I wish I had given you a sense of humor. Go on with your questions, please.”
“Eh, yeah. Well, my question is, why do you prefer simple people? I mean, why should the meek inherit anything, let alone the whole Earth? What did they ever do to deserve that?”
“Jesus Christ, did I say that?”
“Eh, God?”
“Another God joke, Harold. I suppose I was expecting too much of you to understand it.”
“No, I get it; I really do. Pretty good, God. But you gotta watch that blasphemy. Ha ha a little human joke, God.”
(sigh)
“Yeah, well anyway, everybody has something to say about the ‘simple people’ being special to you? I mean, that tells me I gotta stay dumb or poor all my life or I’m going to come out second. What I want to know is, what’s wrong with those who use the brains and the determination that you gave them? What’s wrong with people who get ahead? Or get rich? What does being rich do to a guy that being poor doesn’t they say money doesn’t buy happiness, God, but the last time I looked, neither does poverty?”
“You are a complicated person, Harold.”
“That mean this isn’t a good question?”
“No, it means, among other things, that you make much the same assumptions that you find fault in in others then proceed as if, in believing them, you imagine them to be true.”
“Are you saying you don’t give preference to the poor?”
“My preference is to humanity, Harold. When you attempt to qualify that, you do so at your own peril. I suggest that, in keeping with your proclaimed desire to see truth, you take a hard look at where and why such claims originate.”
“Sour grapes?”
“In part. There is also a need to be more than one appears to be on Earth to one’s self, I mean you suffer the same need; I can see that in you. If one is ... unlucky ... on Earth one wishes to believe that this will be made up for in death.”
“Eh, will it, God?”
“You seek truth, Harold, but in many ways you are not ready for it.”
“Eh...”
“Perhaps later, Harold. For now I will agree only to receive another of your ... questions.”
“Yeah, okay, God. But maybe we can get back to that one later, huh?”
“Your next question, Harold.”
“Yeah, well I have another one about heaven.”
“I thought we already discussed that.”
“Oh, that was about where heaven was. What I’m wondering now are things like, if everybody is so set on going to heaven, why are they so afraid of dying? And why do they get upset when someone close to them dies if they think they’re going to see them again in heaven?”
“That would be better answered by them.”
“Yeah, well it strikes me as a little inconsistent, like when it really comes down to it, they don’t believe.”
“Perhaps they are afraid of the process of dying.”
“Sure, some of them probably are, but others go ape over the very thought of it, even when it’s a matter of dying in their beds. I’ve seen people afraid to go to sleep at night, afraid they won’t wake up.”
“As I say, ask them.”
“Yeah, well, I sure wish I knew what they ...
“Ask them, Harold.”
“Eh, yeah sure, God. Well how about this one: There was a study that suggested religion is good for your health. I thought about that one for a long time, God, and what bothers me about it is it says that if you’re super-religious it will take you longer to get to heaven than if you were casual about religion. I mean, like you take slackers into Heaven faster.”
“I take back what I said about your sense of humor, Harold. Go on.”
“I wasn’t being funny, God.”
“I disagree, Harold, you were being very funny. Go on!”
“Eh, yeah. Whatever you say, God. Well, and this is the last one I got on heaven.”
“Praise me.”
“Yeah, I hear you, God, and I’m not trying to tell you how to run your shop ... eh, heaven ... or anything like that. But now that we’re on the subject, I got a few ideas.”
“I heard them; I tapped your mind last night.”
“Oh not those. I got new ones. But I gotta tell you, you might not like these as much as you did those other ones.”
“I don’t remember liking the earlier ones all that much.”
“Well, it was pretty late and we were both a little tired. Sometimes that makes me forget things too.”
(sigh)
“Well, I was thinking of getting a good old American democracy going. You know, where everybody gets a vote.”
(sigh)
“You see, we’re taught all our lives that we should be free. In America, we put great stock in having a voice and an opinion we don’t agree with something, we sing out. Everybody says that’s a good thing; makes us stronger, makes us better people, that kind of thing. But then I hear that even to hint that I feel that way where you’re concerned makes me some kind of devil. Too ‘ambitious’ in your eyes. I gotta tell you, that confuses me some. Why is democracy so good in America and so bad in heaven?”
“I go by different rules.”
“Yeah, but I got trouble figuring out what you’re trying to tell us by that. I mean, do you want us to get a King going in America, is that it? Something a little closer to what you got going in heaven?”
“You think I’m a dictator?”
“Hey, no way, God. Well, I guess you do have the final say on things. All things, for that matter. But ‘dictator’ is a nasty word. No way it would apply to you. No way would I imply...”
“Let it go, Harold.”
“But you gotta admit, you do have a kingdom. I mean, everybody talks about it, ‘the Kingdom of Heaven’ and all that.
“Harold?”
“Eh, we getting close to butt burning, God?”
“The thought has crossed my mind.”
“Ha! I mean I hope it’s ‘ha.’ But this does run up against what we talked about a few nights ago, the thing about bettering ourselves, always aspiring to be something greater. It’s kinda hard to grow up that way, where you got all kinds of Nathan Hales telling you you should be willing to die rather than give up your freedom then forget all about that when you do die.”
“Are you saying you will not be happy any other way?”
“Hey, I don’t want to throw away what I got. Especially when there aren’t a heck of a lot of alternatives. I just wonder the why about it, God. I mean, the way I see it, I’m going to be on permanent welfare. Whatever I get will depend on you. My job is to just go along forever. It makes me think.”
“Do you know what a lobotomy is, Harold?”
“Ha! Always the jokester, God. But I’m beginning to follow you better. I mean, I gather from our time together that you want me to work a lot of this out by myself, right? I mean, I can’t believe there aren’t some good answers sitting out there.”
“You mean, you don’t want to believe there aren’t.”
“Yeah, I guess that’s it. Sorta a contradiction of what I’ve been saying, huh? I want to believe so I invent reasons why I should, the same kind of thing everybody else does.”
“You’re growing up, Harold.”
“I sure wish I knew what you meant by that, God.”
I knew he was right, even if I didn’t know what he was saying. I was doing my own kind of inventing, my need to believe no less than anybody else’s. That disappoints me; I disappoint me. I’m no better than the guys I complain about.
No that’s not true. I’m weak like all humans are weak, but I’m trying, I mean really trying the quality of the questions I ask my good buddy, God, proves that. I don’t think other people try as hard. They hide behind their prejudices and their fears; they hang around in the dark and talk about seeing light. And they’re quick to attach religious meaning to random events. Like they’ll see two hundred people get mashed to pieces in an airplane crash, then find a baby still alive and cry, “miracle” what about the two hundred who got mashed?!
If you examine enough disasters, sooner or later you’ll find one where somebody pulls through when you think they can’t. That’s what ‘random’ is all about. It’s just fooling ourselves if we make more of it than that, if we make something of our good luck without also making something of the times when our luck isn’t so good. If a plane manages to land on a shoestring, we say it’s God’s work, but when it crashes we say somebody screwed up. What kind of logic says the squashed guys are our doing and the safe landing is God’s doing?
“I believe I answered that, Harold. When fortune hits, some people fear it will not continue unless they share the credit.”
“But this is what I mean, God. Some of it is so obvious that you gotta be half asleep to go along with it?”
“I ‘gotta’?”
“Oh not you, God, the human guys. Like a little while ago there was a church dinner where close to four hundred people came down with food poisoning while they were inside the church. Yet nobody thought about that, how it points to the randomness of it all (if they don’t believe it happened at random, then they gotta believe all these churchgoers were singled out for special treatment, like maybe you got tired of hearing all that praying I was talking about earlier.)”
(sigh)
“Then they went on to say the fate of those still fighting for their lives is in the hands of you. Pardon me for asking the obvious, God, but whose hands was it in before they ate the poisoned food?”
“The other side of my previous answer, Harold, also involving fear. Fear of what else might befall them should they fail to respond as required.”
“‘Required,’ God?”
“If they believe it, Harold, then to them it is required.”
“Yeah, but isn’t that superstition?”
“To you perhaps, but certainly not to them.”
“Yeah, but...”
“Give it time, Harold.
I began to wonder whether I’d be given that much time; I mean, the questions were piling up faster than the answers.
Anyway, the worst one for me was a Catholic elementary school in Philadelphia that burned down in the fifties taking almost a hundred kids along with it. What kind of miracle was that? Were those tiny little people sinners, or was God just having a bad day? The point is, when beliefs get to the point where they just don’t make sense, it’s hard to keep on believing unless, as God said, a person is afraid to do otherwise. And if that’s the case then he gotta hope he can convince his subconscious, because that little sucker knows the real truth.
“You know, God, it’s like people want to live in a fairy tale, where there are good fairies and bad fairies. The good fairies can do no wrong and the bad fairies can do no right this is grownups I’m talking about here. For example, the funny-eyes guys say that you do only good, but then say five minutes later that if we use your name in a way you don’t like, you’re going to singe our butts, maybe for all eternity. That’s good? That makes sense?”
“Assumptions again, Harold. Don’t believe everything you hear. Think for yourself.”
“But they’re pretty loud about that particular subject, God. Using your name in vain kind of stuff, I mean.”
“Do you think me so shallow, Harold? Do you think, after creating a universe as vast as this, that I would get all weepy-eyed over a misapplication of my name? Especially when, in the eyes of so many offenders, they are simply giving voice to a momentary disappointment or an onset of pain?”
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