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PROLOGUE

 


Did you ever think that everyone on
the planet is going crazy, or worse, has already gone there a long
time ago? And that maybe you’re the only one that has any sense at
all? Perhaps the better question is, “How often do you feel like that?” The likely answer
is: often.




Relax. It’s been happening to people
for the last two millennia. You’re one of the majority of Earthly
inhabitants out there who does feel that way. Paying some heed to
the news media, op-ed pieces, and the radio talk shows, there has
apparently been, in the final years of a rather apoplectic 20th
century, a general feeling by the public at large that its
collective intelligence has declined over the last century. The
trouble is we all comprise
the public, so who are the guilty parties that are pulling our
group IQ down, and making the rest of us crazy?

For the purposes here, let’s analyze what
“crazy,” or “insane,” means here. In an individual, crazy means
becoming anxious, distraught, perplexed, caught within a difficult
problem which there is great pressure to resolve, i.e., “between a
rock and a hard place,” all of which causes stress and forces one
to behave less reasonably, productively, or tranquilly.

In society, the craziness or insanity has
infiltrated us collectively, particularly in the post World War
era, and has developed through many confounding events we have
witnessed. Let’s take a look at some:

 


* We’ve seen some people shoot at a few
Presidents and politicians, killing a couple of them, for reasons
that are at best sketchy if not outright berserk.

 


* Americans have poured more money into
their education systems than ever before, dwarfing all previous
economic efforts; however, our kids do worse on tests, and in life,
than in the early part of the 20th century, not to diminish the
teen suicides, drug problems, runaways, and family/society
disconnections. The Columbine High School shooting/bombing in
Colorado, April 1999 - along with other similar incidents - in a
relatively affluent community, defies traditional common sense,
while “experts” have climbed all over themselves trying to
establish precisely what the problem was.

 


* There have been high-tech wars the world
was able to view in progress and which the public indicated were
the best thing on TV; unfortunately they were probably right.

 


* Many
billions of dollars were poured into our “War on Drugs,”
which was ramped up during the Regan years, yet it is a war we
continue to los The outlaws have better funding, more and better
equipment than any of our policing agencies, so the world is
confused as to why we keep doing it. Decriminalizing drug usage,
and forgetting the “war,”
would be the logical solution, since the billions used to
police, catch, prosecute and house drug criminals (not to mention
the ones we never get) would be far more effectively utilized in
the direct treatment of drug users in clinics and medical
facilities than in prison systems where the facts show us the
problem continues, festers, and even gets worse. This solution
removes the motivation for countless criminals to beat up and rob
old ladies, ransack houses, and buy expensive illegal weapons, plus
eliminates the profits and consequent lifestyles of pushers and
drug lords - a sane consequence. A sensible approach, nonetheless
it makes politicians feel as if they are “commending drug use,” so
they tell us, and is not “politically correct,” which is another
moronic problem we developed during the dwindling years of the
20th century, and which seems
to prevent us from doing anything intelligent.

 


* Congress, somehow, in it’s
increasingly shaky rationale, tried for the hundredth time or so to
establish what an “assault weapon” was, as the
21st century approached,
ultimately arriving at the conclusion that something which shoots
eleven rounds or more was a horrible danger, even though the same
weapon at ten rounds is just peachy. Apparently they didn’t give
much credibility to the assault-person (the true danger) simply taking
along a few extra clips of ammo. After all, exchanging two clips of
15 rounds for three clips of 10 rounds is not what you’d call an
enormous handicap for some demented criminal who’s decided it’s a
good day to puncture a couple dozen citizens or so.

 


* Paying attention to what has
happened in government during the finale of the 20th century
reveals that much of what Congress and the Presidency - and that
is any Presidency, Democratic
or Republican - has done is for perceptual effect
rather than any genuine change or improvement (“Form over
Substance”: the show). The aforementioned gun laws are only one
example. We can look at the flawed “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy
regarding gays in the military that didn’t really affect the
situation in any positive way at all, but was something that
government could do to say it was “handling the problem.” We still
hear it in the 21st century.
They’re still handling it. It’s still a problem.

Congress’ entire impeachment fiasco of
Pres. Bill Clinton was TV theater in it’s grandest format, on both
sides. Republicans knew they
would not be able to remove Clinton from office, needing a 2/3 vote
that had to include far too
many unwilling Democrats, so what was accomplished? Good daytime TV
drama, smut and all, with nighttime news putting the final spins on
it. Everybody in the broadcasting
world won, not to mention giving Monica Lewinski -
whose contribution was bad sex (or non-sex, if you’re Bill Clinton) - celebrity,
fortune, and a career, which is nice for the kid, but as for
anything else, it was meaningless.

In a further bizarre twist, adding
additional illogic to this truly goofy panorama, the person who
discovered Bill and Monica’s lies and deceptions, Linda Tripp, was
indicted on criminal charges of wiretapping (which she began to
keep herself from being included in a criminal conspiracy
issuing from Monica Lewinski’s ingenuity) whereby
she could go to jail essentially for
reporting something illegal occurring at the White House. True, she
was not being the best of friends, but the woman did find herself
in a bind, and jail is not the place for blowing the whistle on
Bill & Monica who were committing real - if insipid and dumb - crimes.
Wacky!

 


* Masters & Johnson’s studies on
sex and marriage in the latter half of the
20th century showed us that
most folks are absolutely rotten
- way past “poor” - at communicating their sexual needs and
desires to each other (even Clinton & Lewinski had their
problems), leaving most parties sexually unfulfilled or unhappy,
even after as much as twenty years together. Apparently, people
would rather have extramarital affairs than ask their partner for
more or different sex. The simple solution is to
talk to
each other
about it -
tell your partner what you like and what you don’t - but this
doesn’t seem to occur to Americans in any great number. Thus we
find this nearly incomprehensible data on our languishing
relationships, and why there are fewer and fewer marriages as time
goes by, and why less than half of the ones that are created work
even minimally. We should
have some long conversations with our European brethren, who don’t
have nearly the amount of sexual problems and peccadillos that we
Americans have. Therapy sessions throughout the whole country are
replete with large varieties of truly goofy and silly sexual
problems. The answer? Some empathy and understanding for your
partner, as opposed to pure selfishness; go read some books from
Kinsey and Masters & Johnson for info.

 


* In a truly extraordinary political
event, we elected a President - twice - in the 1990's, who is
amoral, possibly sociopathic, at least psychologically unbalanced,
sexually bizarre, definitely criminal on several levels (some will
have to be left to history to decide) if you could understand all
the legalese, a consummate liar, and untrustworthy at nearly every
level of humanity, yet who remained popular. And after George Bush
the Younger’s crazy 8 years, Bill Clinton looks pretty good! As it
turns out, he was actually not a bad president. He may not have
been a great one, but things could’ve been far worse - as we saw
later. Go figure! Maybe the key is not trying to do much - or
trying harder; act like an honorable, trustworthy human being, not
a politician. Whether one likes Pres. Barack Obama or not, he’s
definitely a bright guy who seems to have his ducks in a row, and
appears to be trying hard to solve the myriad problems created over
the first several years of our 21st
century. We can only hope he succeeds. But, there are those
among us who, for purely selfish political reasons, would like him
to fail: really tragic.

Another contrasting personality and
situation was the Presidency of Jimmy Carter, arguably a
great, moral, competent, and
compassionate man; he had a very poor term by most accounts. It is
probable that if he had earned a second term he would have been a
greater president, but, we chose to elect an actor instead. Then
again, you have George Bush the Elder, the man with perhaps the
greatest resume’ in Presidential history, performing one of the
dumbest moves ever recorded in providing us with the memorable
phrase - “read my lips, no new taxes!” - and then he raised taxes!
No second term! Later, he took us to war over oil, which, two
Presidencies later, and not to be outdone by his father, his son
did also! What did we learn
from all this? Nobody knows exactly, but apparently not much.
It has caused Congressmen and
Senators to walk about the halls of Congress - often - babbling
incoherently to themselves.

All of which delivered us unto our friendly
Texan, George W. Bush (the Younger), for eight years, and, whether
it was his fault, V.P. Cheney’s or not, ended the 8 years in pretty
sorry shape. Then all that pushed us into a set of the most unique
characters ever to run for President in the 2008 election in
McCain, Obama, and Hillary, and eventually marked a major changing
of the guard for all time in our Presidency, and perhaps our
history, when Barack Obama won.

 


* In a monumentally
screwy endeavor, our techno-genius
geeks - whom we now revere rather than mock and play practical
jokes on - created an electronic marvel in the personal computer
which has changed and will continue to change the entire world and
every electro-mechanical thing in it, and yet somehow they didn’t
believe it would survive more than twenty years afterward, since
the things virtually shut down after the year 2000. The problem was
that computers defaulted to (automatically used) the year 1900 when
a person entered in “00" as a year in our abbreviated date form
(e.g., “01/01/00"), which is the format a great many (not
all) computers and their software
utilized.

The situation is incredible because
the computer, especially the “PC” type, was made
so close to the 21st century, that
is, to the year 2000 (not 1900)! Why would anyone build the computer with an
automatic function that used the 20th century (i.e., 1900's) rather
than the 21st century (2000's) when you entered dates like
“06/01/00" or “12/25/05"? Weird! The computer also defaulted to the
1900's when you put in any date prior to 1980. Thus, “01/01/01"
became Jan. 1, 1901, instead of 2001; “04/03/09" became Apr. 4,
1909, instead of 2009; “12/25/30" became Dec. 25, 1930, instead of
2030. Why?! A 4th grader
could figure this was a problem and provide a solution; I can
actually say that because my
4th grade child did. No one
even imagined a computer in the year 1900, so if the computer were
going to automatically utilize anything when you entered a year prior to “80"
(as in “06/02/45"), why would they not have it default to the 2000's (i.e., “June 2, 2045")
rather than the 1900's (“June 2, 1945"), when there
were no computers? Of course,
the genuinely intelligent
thing to have done was to utilize a 4-digit year format in the first place
(“05/01/1995"; “12/25/2001") so that the year field would be fine
until the year “10,000" - when our great, great, great - lots of
greats - grandchildren would have that problem (Y10K)! Truly amazing, it is the
single most expensive technological foul-up in history, costing us
many billions to fix. And the fixes are mostly stop gap, not
permanent, until a 4-digit year field is universally used, which is
still not currently being done in many applications; so, in another
hundred years a lot of us will have the problem all over again
(Y2.1K).

 


 


Thus do we have a set of phenomena in
modern society that seems as if “everyone has gone crazy,” at least
a little, and, at one time or another, seeks to drive the rest of
us just as nuts. It is not unique to our generation, however, since previous ones had
their own problems: Attila the Hun, the execution of Christ, the
Crusades, the Feudal System, the Plague, the Inquisition, the
Potato Famine, the Civil War, and so forth. Of course, earlier on,
things were simply bad,
even terrible; you had
to get to this point in human
history to make it all the way to nuts! Social problems continue to
bug everyone, always.

What happened to the simple, basic
approach to life and happiness? Did we ever have one? Yes! And we all know what it is:
having a good and loving family, acquiring an honorable talent,
trade, job, or profession, getting married for life to someone who
loves and respects you, making a few loving and law-abiding kids,
residing in a decent neighborhood that we work to improve and
dignify, living a long and happy life spoiling our grandchildren.
Live the Golden Rule - an easy prescription. How many people
actually do it? At the heart
of it all, that’s pretty much everything important in life. When
you start looking for other things - when this easy, rational
lifestyle “isn’t enough,” as the fated comedian Freddy Prince
reminded us in his suicidal death mantra, “Is this all there is?” -
you become lost.

There are many things we do because we
find them interesting; but they’re not necessary for us to live a
sane and happy life. For example, it is not necessary to travel in outer space and establish
colonies on other planets - well, not for another few thousand
years, maybe - but it is fascinating, and desirable. It is
not necessary to have
automobiles that can go 150-200 MPH (or even over 70), but for some
of us, including the car companies, it’s fun and desirable. It is
not necessary to take a
Concorde jet, or a cruise ship, to Europe, but it can be fun to get
there that quickly, or slowly, in that amount of luxury. It is not
necessary to have a 40 foot Hatteras yacht or Silver Cloud Rolls
Royce to cruise around the oceans or highways with, but it sure is
nice. There are some things we do need, certainly, but there are many more which
are simply desirable and not necessary to make a happy life, and so
we should not become too
upset over obtaining them. The change in focus from what is
necessary to what is
desirable is an all-important shift.
Often, it can be the difference between happiness and
insanity.

Human beings have always had
difficulties with civilization. They always will. You put two
people in a room, or on a desert island, eventually you’ll have an
argument; that’s the kind of thing that we are. Unfortunately we
can’t get away from it. Here, with the advent of the 21st century,
we have the most advanced society and enlightened people there have
ever been. And yet myths, superstitions, and misinformation abound.
It is time to drop our primitive and naive beliefs, legends, tales,
and illusions, and pursue a more sane, practical, reasonable, and intelligent
approach in order to live happily and productively.

In these days of speed, high
technology, and instant universal information, we have let the task
to stay sane, to “keep it all together,” become daunting. When you
have a host of people running about the planet blowing themselves
up and taking as many people with them as possible in the name of
something so abstract and tenuous that it can’t even be adequately
defined, we’re in trouble. Even simple relationships, of
any type, have become problematic.
We must still nurture and educate our kids, enjoy our families, run
our careers, elect our leaders, and direct the future of our
planet. “We the people” are at the
heart of everything meaningful that happens in the world, so it is
important to get it right with as little stress as possible,
without going crazy (at least not too often). That means discarding
the falsehoods and paying attention to what is happening. Now! We can’t live history,
and we can’t live the future; where we do live, and what we can affect, is now. And the answers are not as simple as
“having faith,” as many preachers tell us; the bad and crazy people
“have faith,” too! Living happily and well together is not rocket
science; many of the answers to life’s problems are right in front
of us. Quite often solutions are provided by simply looking at what
you have around you, paying attention, and reasoning it out. To
that end, this book is provided.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

 


 


ONE: BELIEFS and
ATTITUDE

 


The key to life: your
attitude, which is based in
your beliefs. We consider
our beliefs to be our
knowledge; unfortunately, that is
too often not the case.

A kind of dry, philosophical subject, it is
the cornerstone of all we “know,” and was therefore unavoidable as
the primary chapter. It is necessary to understand the concepts of
belief and attitude thoroughly before we can understand anything
else.

Your attitude can keep you sane - or
continuously drive you (and others) nuts. You’ve heard it before a
hundred times, more if you have anything at all to do with sales,
or simply work for someone else. Your superiors and mentors, even
if you forget parents, have been cramming it down your throats for
years. “Think big, be big,” “the power of positive thinking”; it
has been the most powerful force in human civilization, there are
scores of books on it.

Let’s first look at the
concepts. Beliefs and
opinions are essentially the same
thing (although you may say that beliefs are what you hold internally, and
opinions are what you provide to
others), we’ll use them that way here. Attitude is the general posture you
have which is generated by a group, or all, of your beliefs.
Your attitude becomes an
“automatic” frame of reference, an immediate state of mind,
designed by the total collection of your beliefs. Accordingly,
there are people who were brought up in a very religious
environment generally opting for conservative, moral, cautious
behavior and opinions. Then of course, we have the people who like
to live on the edge, a plethora of types, from criminals and drug
users to race car drivers and pilots to mountain climbers and scuba
divers. This more adventurous group frequently crosses the line
from morality to criminality, and includes people with a wilder,
less cautious, less controlled and conservative frame of mind
- attitude - which pervades
all of their opinions and beliefs. Most of us are a combination of
these two polarities, and fall somewhere in the middle, the “gray
area” - which is what makes psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, both
group and individual, more difficult.

Your beliefs are the building blocks of who you are.
Your attitude is how
you feel about those beliefs
- emotionally, spiritually, morally and ethically. Each feeds the
other. Attitude taps
those beliefs to determine
which mechanisms you will utilize to confront everything in your
life and put them into action.
It is what others see.
From your beliefs
and attitude we develop
the axiom that “you are what you do,” since what you do is generated by them.

Other people witness an
attitude that demonstrates to them
that you are: accomplished, criminal, sexual, spiritual, powerful,
weak, moral, brave, or adventurous. In each of these
characterizations, we’d have a better than fair idea of what
general behavior and opinions to expect from a person who displays
such an attitude. This is the real
person that everyone witnesses. You
are not something different from what you do or the beliefs you
have. What you believe
engineers what you do
and is you. This is why
you cannot have hitmen who are
otherwise good people; why you cannot have priests
that molest children being
otherwise saintly; why you cannot have alcoholics that
abuse their families being
otherwise decent and loving people. The beliefs you
hold, and your attitude about them, generates your behavior
(action) - and that makes you what you are.

 


 


It is instructive to look at how
attitudes and beliefs are formed, and what they do. A great deal of
what we are is based upon things which are real, that is, things
which exist in actual reality. But,
there are a great
many things, unfortunately, which
influence and generate our attitudes and beliefs that are based in
things which are not real,
things which do not exist in reality, but which we
believe (want to believe or even
hope) are real. As a practical matter, it doesn’t matter if our
entire personalities and psychologies are based on things which are
completely fictional and untrue, or on hardcore facts. We are still
what we are and do what we do. Learning to deal with people means coming to grips with
their beliefs and opinions, and the
attitudes they project, regardless of what they’re based on. That means we have to
learn about their “reality,”
what each person believes to
be true.

If you were to be a “perfect person,” for
instance, you would have a set of beliefs and opinions based
entirely on facts, things which truly exist in the real world, and
your attitude would be formed by that explicit set of facts which
you knew. As that “perfect person,” you would confront great
varieties of people in the world who had beliefs and opinions based
on great varieties of things - some facts, but also a collection of
fairy tales, old wives tales, fables, stories, fantasies, myths,
superstitions, allegories, hunches, guesses, and other such things.
To deal with these people effectively, and keep yourself sane with
all the nonsense (to you) that you would be hearing, you would have
to learn how these people came to believe these things - where the
beliefs started, and why. That is what psychologists do and why it
takes as long as it does to become one - even longer to become a
good and wise one. Most of this stuff you cannot learn merely from
books; it takes years of experience and study of many different
areas to effectively understand human nature - whether you’re a
psychologist or not.

Much of a human being is made up from
a world of things each one of us perceives to be real, and which may or may not
be, in actual fact. A person believes them for comfort and ease, to
feel positive, or, perhaps, because he or she is pessimistic. As
creatures with an intellect, humans seek to have instant answers to
everything. We need to have
answers, it is the essence of our intelligence. The more of our
answers which are actually correct (i.e., based on what is
real), the better we are able to
cope with a real life and
universe. But there is an enormous amount which we believe that is
based on what we perceive or
what we interpret, which may
not be real at all.

We can see this principle working at
once in religion. No one knows what is
actually true, yet everyone
has beliefs and opinions about it, and acts accordingly. What
is real doesn’t matter, in
this case, because it’s not capable of being known. You need
faith to believe in the absence of
facts. The trouble is, we take this posture into everything else in
our lives, thinking that faith is enough, that our beliefs are
correct, and also that others’ differing beliefs about the same
things are incorrect, and that is where the human race finds all
its problems.

 


The study of Psychology formulates
this problem of differing beliefs and perceptions of the same
reality in simple, if seemingly paradoxical, terms: “the perception
of reality is more important that the reality itself.” In
fact, “the perception of reality is the
only true reality.”

Let that sink in for a few minutes:

“THE PERCEPTION OF REALITY IS THE ONLY TRUE
REALITY.”

Generally, perceiving
reality and dealing with it, rather
than some other misinformed piece of information, is the sanest
course. You can deal with what
is real
even if, in some cases, you can’t control it - like a death
in the family, onset of a disease, loss of a job, or finances.
There are established things you can do, behaviors you can enact,
to cope with these dire circumstances, and those things will
maintain your sanity, even if you do go off the deep end for
awhile. You’re human, you’re imperfect, and you have emotions; they
will distract you from time to time, affecting your attitude. You
keep sane by keeping your eye on reality, what has
actually transpired and what is
really happening, and that will bring your attitude back to
positive and productive. Focusing on “what
is” gives you something you can cope with. When you
develop some fantasy about what has happened or is happening, if
what you believe is in fact untrue, then there are few ways to cope
with it, since it lies outside the realm of what is. Not only will such delusions adversely
- and even unpredictably - affect your attitude, but they
will make you crazy (i.e., neurotic)
- since you cannot resolve an unreal problem in real life. That’s
what psychotherapy was made
for. You don’t want to go there if you don’t have
to.

We all kid ourselves from time to time
- thinking we’re better, smarter, younger, stronger, more
attractive than we are - but “coming down to reality,” seeing what
we really are, what actual
strengths and weaknesses truly exist in us, will steer us to
a “normal” - that is, a well-balanced - posture, keep our sanity.
It is this coming to grips with reality, as opposed to what
fictions a person might believe, that is the end of educational
systems, and is also the basis for all the therapeutic successes of
Psychology, which has as its purpose to keep you on an “even
track.” We call this track “Homeostasis” - a “steady state” in
which our emotions and thinking and living stay more or less even and steady. Due to myriad
circumstances, we get “up” occasionally, and then soon come back
down; we get “down” occasionally, but soon come back up. That is
the pattern for “normalcy.” When we feel incapable of staying even
and steady, we need help. The trick is not to leave the “steady state” in the first place. One
of the purposes of this book is to show you how to accomplish
that.

The phenomenon of “perception being
the only true reality” is simple to state, but as it works out is
very complex. In its simplest form, for example, it means that if
you think your piece of steak is a good cut of meat, that is
exactly the way it is in truth; if you or someone else think your
cut is a bad piece, then that’s equally true. It doesn’t matter how good the steak actually is (for example, how expertly a world
famous chef may have prepared it to look and taste, or how many
rare and precisely measured ingredients were used when marinating
it). The fact is, the steak has no
other real
value than what you believe it to
be. That will affect your entire attitude about the place you’re eating in and
all its employees: because of your belief about their food, regardless of what the
food is “really like.” If you had a bad day or are on some type of
medication or have a cold, any of which can change your palate for
a span, this will affect your perception of the food and also your
attitude about the establishment. We have to keep that in mind when
appraising things.

Maintaining an eye on all these
variables will enable you to see what is happening
in truth,
to understand that your perceptions may occasionally be
somewhat off (i.e., not perfectly accurate), and seek
not to make a long term decision or
develop an incorrect attitude based on them.

So, here, in the case just mentioned,
with food, if you have, say, a cold, your perceptions will be a
little off. Even though your actual
perception is a factual one, in that you actually do taste what
you taste, the greater truth is that your taste would be false, and
so the experience should be thoughtfully considered in that light,
and not allow your attitude
to change about the food until you’re better. Many things in
life are like that, offering bits and pieces of true information
mixed with untrue information, providing us with
slightly skewed
impressions of reality, at any particular point in time; yet
these perceptions will, in the longer view, come into balance and
provide a more accurate insight. Keeping sane and well-balanced
means continually understanding that; haste does often make waste,
and can deliver to us impressions, perceptions, and conclusions
which are not completely accurate. Wisdom comes over time, with experience, looking
at the same situation over and over again, in many differing
circumstances, to see “the truth.”

When someone points this out to you,
as here, it seems self-evident, yet this phenomenon of
attitudes and beliefs based on misperceptions and
misunderstandings causes more problems than any other
factor that has ever existed, and contributes to more distress and
strife than any other human trait.

 


 


We are reminded of the old postulate
which questions, “If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there
to see or hear it, has the thing really fallen?” The proper answer
is: who cares! If no one is there to see it or hear it,
it’s meaningless - providing there are no consequences from the
tree actually falling, in which case the event would ultimately
intrude into our lives and become an event. Barring that, it’s
reality, or non-reality, is so
unimportant we may treat it as nonexistence; it affects no
one, we should invest no time in it, other than as an academic
exercise.

There are many things which are
similar to this: things we cannot know are real or not. Trouble is,
people get definite attitudes about these unknowables, and argue or fight over them
constantly. Return to religion again, for a moment. No one
knows what is right and true about
God and His plans - or even His existence - no one. You’d have
to be God to
know exactly what God is, so it
should be easy to see why no one has the ability. We can discuss
it, and know we all have different beliefs about it - which in this country are
tolerated by law; but to be passionate or fight about it, or even
worse, to kill because of it, is ridiculous. Yet we all know
historically people have done precisely that, usually to make them
feel good about whatever they believed themselves. The Holy Roman
Empire, Spanish Inquisition, Crusades, even Nazi Germany and the
Soviet Republic, and now the modern Islamic fundamentalists and
their terrorist cohorts, are examples of some people trying to
force others to their beliefs - we can see and understand what
the attitudes of each of
these groups of people were, and are, based on their
beliefs - ridiculous as many of them
are - and we know what actions they took, and are taking because of
them: mostly bad ones. Prior to these, there were multitudes of
tribes and folks who attempted forcibly to persuade others to their
beliefs, always with little success in the short term, and over the
long term, none; unfortunately, it hasn’t deterred those who are so
uncomfortable with what they believe, that they violently attempt
to force those beliefs on everyone else in order to validate
themselves.

The aforementioned are obvious
examples of attitudes gone wrong, because of non-factual beliefs.
In current times, and everyday living, the examples are far more
subtle, extending to such things as race, gender, nationality,
one’s location in the country (the North-South, and East-West
things) and religion (still). Much of the stuff we believe about
people in these regards is erroneous, but that hasn’t stopped us
from holding those beliefs. Education has helped, and as I keep
reiterating, is the most important answer to such problems - that
and a general posture of tolerance (a good and profitable attitude
to have, and the cornerstone of every major faith on the planet -
ironically enough). We need a sound understanding of how we form
our beliefs, and what attitudes we project because of them. In
diehard criminals, we can see what they believe, and the attitude they have about the law, respect for
others, the sanctity of human life, and hard work. We have to take
earnest steps to ensure we do not let our beliefs take us that far
off track.

 


 


Using a political example: the ousting
of President George Bush in the 1992 election. A year or so earlier
he was an indestructible war hero and symbol of America and the
free world. Did he change in that following year? Of course not,
especially not old George, ex-World War Two pilot and factual hero,
ex-CIA Director, ex-Ambassador to China, ex-V.P., current President
- as mentioned previously, probably the greatest resume’ in
Presidential history. Opinions
and attitudes
of the voting public changed, which affected the way they
voted; and the man was gone, for better or worse. Who knows whether
he would have been better than his successor, Mr. Clinton? No one.
But, to be sure, there are plenty of opinions about that, in the absence of possible
facts. Debates should be constrained, however, because it is
something about which there is only
opinion and is incapable of being known in fact. More Liberal
attitudes find Mr. Clinton doing a better job, while Conservative
ones perceive that Clinton was atrocious and ruining the country.
The same type of thing happened when George Bush the Younger
followed Bill Clinton; Liberal perceptions are that he’s atrocious,
and Conservative perceptions are that he was helping protect the
country. Everybody’s watching the same guy! And yet the differences
in our perceptions (“the only
reality”) are staggering. All that caused by attitude, driven by our held beliefs.

What we have to know here is that
those beliefs we have about politicians come from a host of things
occurring in our lives, and what we think we know about those Presidents - which is
not much, in fact. We guess
about each man’s political expertise, based on
feelings, hopes,
and desires, for the
most part, and vote accordingly. People with a Liberal attitude
will tend to favor the Liberal candidate and see him as competent,
while Conservatives do the same for their more reserved candidate;
each has the exact opposite conviction about the opposing candidate
because of their beliefs and fundamental attitude. Nobody
knows, everybody is guessing. These
are the types of things we must understand and take into every
consideration: that we take our best educated guess, and go for it;
there are very few facts
involved. Therefore, the lesson is not to get too caught up
in it, don’t let it make you crazy, i.e., remove you from that
steady state. Tolerance is key here - knowing what you know, and
what you don’t know, and not letting that condition upset you; it’s
the reasonable course.

 


 


Recalling our falling tree example for
a moment, let’s say someone forms a religion called “The Tree Has
Fallen Believers,” and they enlist a million followers, then march
on a highway to stop traffic. Now the tree
falling thing becomes important, because it starts to
affect people’s lives, albeit indirectly. Pretty soon you’ll have
an opinion about those trees,
and have developed a strong attitude toward trees falling in the forest in
general, and also toward all those pain-in-the-neck followers who
made you wait on the highway and late for work the day they marched
and stopped the traffic - all of this happening whether a tree ever
fell or not.

What was reality? The marchers and the
stopped traffic are real, and to those immobilized in their cars,
it doesn’t matter why those
people are there, they are affected nonetheless. Once the drivers
know, you can bet they’ll
have an attitude about
the tree-worship people and
the trees, without too many facts connected to them. The
inconvenience was real - the trees are unimportant, and
no one
knows whether a tree fell in the forest. This is not unlike
many religious wars which have been fought - and are now being
fought with fundamentalist crazies - over one side believing
they know some spiritual
thing which they have few clues about, but which certainly affects
others who believed otherwise or couldn’t have cared less. Here,
many human beings’ lives were affected by someone else’s
beliefs in something, whether or not
the thing ever happened or is objectively true. More significantly,
whether the phenomenon actually occurred or not is
irrelevant.

What people believe is
relevant and important; it generates their attitudes and spawns
their behavior, which is what affects others. “The perception of
reality is the only true reality.” The smart people, the stay-sane
people, will grasp this; discussion of controversial material for
academic purposes is fine, but investing more of oneself in it is
silly, since no one actually knows
what is certain about it, or even if whatever it is exists at
all. You do have to deal with the believers, however, and that
becomes a painful reality. If they are raucous and create trouble,
or worse, you will have to interact with them; otherwise, you
ignore the whole thing as routinely unimportant - the sane
way.

 


 


An entire set of circumstances and
consequent actions can come about because of one’s
belief about something which in
reality is fiction. Because life is comparatively short for us,
we’re compelled to be concerned with those things that have some
direct and relatively quick effect on us, and a pronounced effect
at that. In our falling tree hypothesis, the effect on those of us
who don’t care is nonetheless felt through the aggravating marchers
(and traffic stoppers) who believe that the tree falling phenomenon
is significant, even though it may never have factually
happened.

The basis for attitude is belief; a group
of beliefs will beget an attitude about the object of those beliefs.
Whether or not the beliefs
are based in fact, the attitude (and consequent opinions) is
real. Thereby does an
attitude become fallacious and
unreasonable when based on a set of equally erroneous
beliefs. In the tree falling
scenario, those adversely affected by the disciples’ march will
probably develop a negative attitude of them, beginning to believe that
anyone who even mentions trees falling is a nut case. Some will be
truly unpleasant to them; others, more tolerant, will choose to
stay sane and even, finding the tree-believing folks annoying, but
will grumblingly tolerate
them under our Constitutional Rights, perhaps after uttering
several epithets as to the character of their ancestors and wishing
they would all return to the mountains from whence they came to see
if they can catch a rock slide.

The trigger for all this, in our
foregoing example, is the suspicion
that a tree fell; but by the time we get to the tail end of
its effect, that is, what we
feel, the actual phenomenon is
unimportant. That is critical to understand, since so much we think
we know in life is just
that: suspicion (i.e.,
belief or opinion). What matters, what we will have to
deal with, is everyone’s beliefs
about a thing, regardless
of their accuracy or factuality. Thus do we see the
perception of reality (belief) being more important than the
reality itself. Further, we can see how an entire development of
attitudes and beliefs may be generated by a non-event, a “reality” which is wholly created,
in effect, from a non-reality. That is the bulk of what we confront
each day, what can make us crazy if we’re not careful, and why
understanding the significance of facts, perceptions, beliefs, and
attitudes is vital to us and to maintaining our “steady
state.”

 


 


Historically we see that most fights,
disagreements, altercations, and wars commonly have begun with
some belief people had which
they thought was good or right or would bring happiness to life
(usually their own). Trouble comes when someone else has a
different perception of exactly the same situation. This happens
every day, everywhere, in every context - work, home, sex, love,
sports, literature, education: everywhere. The stay-sane approach
comprehends this and the fact that we are essentially very similar,
that our actual differences as thinking beings are small and should
be insignificant; they become large and significant only when our
opinions and attitudes make them that way.

Traveling around the country and the
world, you see people living and dying, laboring to earn their
keep, taking care of their families, worrying about who to vote
for, how they will raise decent children, questioning why there’s
so much pain in life, so much work to do, and why there is so
little time to do it. They laugh at jokes, they cry at their loved
ones’ funerals, they like to give at Christmas, Hanukkah, and
birthdays; they love to see the light of respect, health, and
caring in their children’s eyes. They bleed when cut, bruise when
bumped, hurt when physically or emotionally injured, and,
like all human beings, they
die - usually too soon. We are all very similar, and should not be
fighting about the fractions of difference. Maintaining our “steady
state” of well balanced elements means realizing this
overwhelming principle, before considering any other
component of humanity.

Understanding our likenesses will make
us less apt to become hostile at the disagreements and differences
of opinion which arise daily between people. It literally
forces us to stay steady and even,
not going too far off the deep end - up or down.

Take a gander at the divorce rate, now
about 55%; you know that it’s obvious there are some major
differences in the way people are perceiving the same situation.
Now, what makes marriages work
is mostly a complex puzzle, filled with many, many pieces of
information. Sometimes they don’t work simply because you married
the wrong person; not everybody can live together - at least not
with ease and harmony. And you can’t always know that until you
try. But in light of the many arranged marriages which have
occurred around the world, and their much better success rate -
longer, happier, more productive - one is obliged to say that it is
probably not that people are different from each other which causes
marriages to fall apart.

Over the span of a marriage - not too
long a span these days - individuals don’t change that drastically.
But by the time estranged married partners get to court, they have
usually destroyed most, if not all, of whatever things they
originally had going, and it becomes irreparable; here, one can
only learn not to repeat past mistakes. You begin to get the
picture that something strange is going on with marriages in that
divorces are overwhelmingly painful, agitating, hate-filled
experiences! It simply can’t be that all these people who once loved each other
changed that much, or suddenly converted to hating their spouses.
There must be something else!
What Psychologists, Sociologists, and Marriage Counselors find
makes good relationships work, or not work, is maturity: simply put, a deep desire by two people to be and stay
with someone they care about. That’s it, no magic - or,
that is the “magic.”
Essentially, tolerance
and will power. You tough out the bad stuff, without
making too big a deal of it, enjoy the good, and go on - that’s
it. Why? Because it’s who we
are, life’s not perfect, and there is no alternative other than
solitude or death - which, unfortunately, some people
choose.

Selfishness of some form is usually at
the heart of failed relationships, not the inability to
understand the other person or
personality differences. After all, who would want a relationship
with someone exactly like him or herself! The Stay-Even-and-Sane
group understand all this, and tries to make their marriages work, do not get
overly provoked or exasperated due to bad days, unimportant taste
differences, and harrowing or even tragic events which develop by
chance and are no one’s major fault (I say “major” fault because
you can always see some
blame in another person, or
yourself, to the extent that either one of you were involved in the
situation at all). Even in those cases where there
is major fault and disagreements
arise, trying to resolve them reasonably, without becoming overly
irritated, is wise. The Japanese have an ancient proverb which
states “fix the problem, not the blame.” This is what occurs in all
those relationships which happily stay together for many
years.

When it becomes apparent that two
people cannot live with each other, then it is necessary, for
sanity’s sake, to discuss the separation without hate or great
anxiety, for both to realize that another path for each is
necessary, taking into account any children’s welfare and
disposition of material things. Vengeance, hatefulness, and spite
help no one, in fact are childish and counterproductive, causing
further complications, becoming an impediment for either party to
live a happy life, and disheveling the lives of any offspring. Of
course, occasionally you find people who are just
bad and there is not much you can do
about them; they will make
you miserable. The only thing to do here is get as far away from
them as possible, as fast as you can - forget the disposition of
things. Move on, try again - that’s the simple and sane
course.

Most of the time both parties are in some part responsible for
the breakup; but, bitter
feelings generate
beliefs which
shade perceptions, causing each to think the other
is completely culpable for
what went wrong. Counselors and Lawyers hear it all the time, and
both make money because of it. These same breakups, when viewed by
others, or even from a distance by the two parties involved, appear
silly. Few disputes have real substance, for gigantic differences
would have made it difficult to have gotten together in the first
place. What really caused the destruction of the relationship
usually goes unknown, although often has much to do with a lack of
communication and honesty between the parties (choosing beliefs
over facts); after enough time the reason is irrelevant. Yet there
are, surely, beliefs and perceptions abounding everywhere by the
two involved regarding what actually occurred -
even when it is unknown. And of course it is unknown because
neither is willing to come to the understanding (belief) that there
is something wrong with him- or herself, God forbid. Their
beliefs color their perceptions of
themselves and their partners (rendering a distinct
attitude), and thus, not based in
fact, cannot lead to a sound resolution of the relationship. In
this way many divorces occur, and are bitter, with each despising
the other because of perceived
wrongfulness in their partner’s behavior. This kind of thing
will make you irrational, stressed out, upset, and for much too
long a period of time.

 


 


There are many examples where individuals
act as if they were something altogether different from their
fellow human beings (bigger, smaller, better, worse, smarter,
dumber, privileged, unfortunate, etc.). In such situations there is
a snowball effect, whereby incorrect beliefs form a faulty
attitude, that attitude begetting inappropriate behavior, and that
behavior leading to more inaccurate perceptions and beliefs, the
whole routine feeding on itself. We have no doubt all seen this
vicious cycle in something as simple as getting cold. The cold
begins, you feel crummy, this depresses you, you have “bad days,”
your perceptions are off or ruined, you snap at people, all of this
leading to more general (although admittedly minor) depression,
perhaps inappropriate behavior, and you believe your life, and lot
are worse than they actually are. All this from a cold! All these
perceptions and feelings are not your “normal” self, you feel as if
you’re the only one who’s ever felt like that, and it takes an act
of will, sometimes with great effort, to realize that and stop the
cycle. How many times has something like this, some illness of one
type of the other, affected us, and later, when we’re feeling
better, we tell our friends and family something like, “Sorry, I
was just a little off, not feeling very well.” It’s common.

The same type of thing occurs when we have a
lack of knowledge about something, believing something which is not
altogether factual; this generates an entire series of misbehavior,
bad feelings, and anxieties, leading to a disharmonious lifestyle
and unhappiness, which for our purposes constitute lack of sanity.
If we look at the 1992 Los Angeles riots, for example, we witness
both the rioters and the rioted claiming that the other was
insensitive and very much different than the other. The same
phenomenon occurred during riots at universities during the Viet
Nam War days, and still more in southern cities (as in Alabama,
under Gov. George Wallace) when integration procedures were being
implemented - unhappiness, misinformation, and misbehavior abounded
because of erroneous beliefs that the “other people” were
substantially different.

Everyone thinks they’re right, and yet
all the behavior is based on beliefs and misperceptions. Under
these conditions, one group of people sees another group of people
, who merely have opposing opinions, as different. Mind you, these are merely
beliefs, not facts,
which erroneously slant perceptions (that the other side is
actually different) and generate an
entire sequence of conduct. In view of the actual staggering
similarities in all of us, it can be deduced that the difficulty we
have connecting with people has more to do with ourselves than with other people or
circumstances.

Since we are very similar to our
compatriots, any difference of lifestyle must be due to individual
choices and actions. Too often this is a bitter pill for a person
to swallow, and why a certain state of denial (an attitude which disbelieves painful things are present) exists
regarding our own true strengths and weaknesses. Often people will
try to improve and learn more about what is truly going on, but the
path of least resistance is to lie to ourselves rather than work on
improvement; unfortunately, we all take that path now and then:
we’re human. Lying and
laziness will always give one a bumpy lifestyle filled with
anxieties - not a thing to be aimed for. In this atmosphere of
faulty knowledge, misperceptions, and flawed beliefs, one’s opinion
of him or herself becomes biased,
which is to say, inaccurate. Belief reigns, reality doesn’t figure into the
picture.

This is what psychologists regularly
deal with in psychotherapeutic treatment of their patients: the
process of enabling patients to recognize the truth - what
truly is - leaving their
incorrect opinions and beliefs (along with poor and inappropriate
behavior) behind, and deal more with facts and reality. In this way
troubled individuals can learn to deal with actual problems encountered rather than
their misconceptions, making
their lives more proficient. Problems we induce because of
errors in
our perceptions
are difficult, even impossible, to cure until we change
ourselves (our beliefs & behavior), and will cause an abundance
of tension and pressures until we can let go of the illusion. We
can easily see that education, especially obtaining more exact
information on human beings, is a critical step toward a harmonious
and happy lifestyle. That knowledge will show plainly that people
have many more important similarities than differences, and that
the differences we see are superficial and immaterial.

 


 


Research generally finds what you
probably see yourselves, that those who seem very sane, happy and
productive, are those people who have a clear vision of the world, and are adroit at
solving problems quickly. They never seem to get bogged down or
overly upset or strained. That is what you are aiming for, what you
can achieve when you drop your facades and false beliefs, rather
confronting what is happening -
not fighting ghosts, which cannot be obliterated since
they’re not really there.

Each of us has the problem of
inaccurate beliefs and putting up facades, to greater or lesser
degree. Life is hard; we establish defense mechanisms to help
protect us from the pain and stress, and some of them let us
believe things which are not completely true. In these cases, we do
take the path of low resistance, of easiness, rather than
diligently strive to comprehend or empathize. It can be difficult
to get beyond our own opinions when we are not in the habit of
doing so, that is, when we are generally intolerant of other constructions of reality, of
other beliefs. As a practical matter, it is impossible to get completely outside our own
views, as many well-known skeptical philosophers have pointed out;
but we do have other great human qualities, notably
vision, foresight, and
faith, which enable us to deal with
this predicament.

Philosophers from Plato to Rene
Descartes to John Locke to Jean Paul Sartre to St. Augustine to St.
Thomas Aquinas have theorized about this very thing (getting
outside ourselves and knowing others) - for millennia. Like many
things in life, coming to know another person can be difficult for
us, patience and diligence to understand being the only course
which yields any real solutions for interpersonal problems and
misunderstandings. The sane and steady lifestyle entails a
broadness of mind and a willingness to realize that each of us can
be at least a little wrong about something (or someone), to
empathize with others’ beliefs, to remain open to accepting new
truths and different opinions. In that this can occasionally be a
bumpy road, it will be challenging from time to time, since, as
mentioned earlier, we all want our lives to be secure and stable.
It certainly seems as if
accepting new beliefs and facts would upset our steady apple cart.
Sometimes our life is tossed around a little, it’s true, but being
placed on a more reliable path, one with more truths in it, more facts about other people,
will ultimately enable our lives to become more harmonious and
productive, even when it doesn’t seem so at first.

It is hard to get used to thinking of
yourself as changey stuff in a changey universe; but once you get
past it, you are freed up from stagnant opinions and beliefs, able
to grasp new situations and concepts, to know more about the world
as it develops each day, and all the people in it. It is this
seemingly contradictory notion - that we are all part of this
changey atmosphere yet desperately want stability - which very
often stops us from learning and doing new things in the first
place. Yet, a stabile, harmonious lifestyle does
not mean, for instance, being born
and dying in the same town because moving elsewhere to new
opportunities would destroy us. Absolutely not.

In our constantly fluid society,
moving from place to place has become customary, and is very often
necessary. Regional economics have changed in our country since its
inception, each part of the U.S. having its periods of depression
and prosperity. You must go where opportunity for you lies. You bring your stability with you, wherever you go. This sane and
steady state is a function of the mind, not location. All education is based on us
changing at least a little bit. You
can’t learn
if you
can’t change
what you
believe. Period. And if you can’t
change or learn, you can’t develop, or make your life better, and
will be constantly fighting uphill battles - and mostly losing.
Learning to change your beliefs and opinions, to develop new
attitudes, to increase your knowledge, is fundamental in getting and staying sane in a
very changey and fickle world.

Once again, we must see that we all are
quite, quite the same, so much the same, that discussions of our
differences should be relegated to academic (and perhaps medical)
importance only. Science reaffirms this principle almost daily in
its research findings. The practical difference between a near
genius and someone below average is hardly noticeable in everyday
life. In fact, everyday occurrences often find the lesser
intelligent person shining while the greater intellectual being
foolish. Business successes are filled with those who are not
scholastically or intellectually the smartest creatures, but have
an inner strength and shrewdness to achieve a better life.

The perception that you need high
intelligence and education to be a success or gain fortune is
factually wrong; Bill Gates, head of the multibillion dollar
Microsoft Corp., is a college dropout, although a bright guy,
surely; not the most educated nor greatest computer whiz, he
had more than simply
intelligence, he had drive and a bunch of other qualities which
enabled him to succeed where others didn’t. Multi-billion dollar
real estate developer Donald Trump will admit he is not a genius
either, but he definitely knows how to put together a complex
property deal. There are brighter, more educated guys than either
of these people, but not richer or more successful ones. Their
success is not because they are so different from everyone else,
but because they used everything
they had in them, applied
themselves better, more appropriately, more diligently, and
then got a little lucky to boot. It is the complete utilization of all of our various strengths and characteristics
which will yield the greatest success and profit, and why there is
any investigation of these subtle variations in us at
all.

To remain rational and productive, we must
work on ourselves to lose the fictitious beliefs which do not serve
us well. Accomplishing that means looking hard inward to see who
and what we are, then outward to see who everyone else actually is,
the best we’re able.

Philosophically, we know that there
are actually three conceptions of anything, or anyone. First, there
is our own
understanding of what something is; second, there is
other people’s
(everyone else) understanding of it; and third, of course,
there is the reality of what actually is. Our universal
problem is that on the one hand there is reality, and yet on the other there are
perceptions and beliefs about
reality, and very often they are not the same. We see that it is
perceptions and beliefs which are frequently operating, hence being
effectively more important than what the reality is - even though it is best to know what
is truly going on so we can deal with it. It helps us to know
that the other guy is not so
different from us, and that with a little effort we can
connect.

 


This, then, is an important focus for
our understanding: that we all act on our beliefs, however much based in fact they are,
that they will lead to the projection of an attitude, which in turn generates our behavior.
This cycle will have a lot to do with determining our future
actions and successes, as well as our ability to deal
constructively with others. Getting those beliefs more in line with
reality, becoming more educated and experienced in everything you
do (which, with the Internet, now, is easier than ever before - you
don’t even have to leave the house, and can find almost everything
there), will not only improve you and your abilities, but will keep
you positive, more happy, and definitely sane.

 


* * * * * * * * * *

 


Once again, because it is so
important, Perception Is The Only True
Reality - particularly when you can’t
know what is true. Beliefs rule,
especially when you run out of facts. It is productive to obtain as
many of those facts as you can, and operate on as few beliefs as possible,
especially regarding things that don’t matter much to your life.
Example: Does space go on forever, or does it stop against a wall
of hard stuff, or nothingness, when you get far enough? Don’t know!
My own belief is that
somewhere along the line, when you get far enough out - which is
pretty far, to be sure, many billions of light years - it stops and
becomes some kind of nothingness. With all I’ve learned, I can’t
imagine it going on and on forever without any end - which doesn’t
mean it isn’t so. Nobody can prove or disprove this, never will in
our lifetime - or perhaps anybody else’s - so although I
enjoy arguing the point and hearing
other opinions, it is not a concern I would go to war over. Neither
should anyone else. But you will
find those whose passion to make their point -
any point - is a passion to exert
control over others, and leads them to strenuous confrontation.
This isn’t productive to success or sanity, is a hindrance, and
thus is behavior best dropped from your personal
stockpile.

 


 


Arguments based solely in faith and belief,
as exist within all Churches today (we will take a look at religion
later), cannot ever be shown to be true or false. Except for the
pleasure of discussion and social discourse, it is valueless to
entertain these topics, they will not affect your life at all.
Certainly God - being GOD - will understand; He knows a lot of this
stuff in life is tough to grasp for us and He will be merciful.
Therefore, if, after reviewing the available facts, your particular
belief feels right and comforts you (= sane attitude), it’s fine as
it is, provides you with what it should, and needs nothing else.
You do not have to convince others, you do not have to be convinced
by others. This practice will keep you on an even keel, with the
least stress; that’s what you’re aiming for.

In this universe of
beliefs, it is critically important
to keep this in mind when you are being asked far too much by the clergy or leaders of your
Church - just because you happen to believe a lot of what they do.
Remember these organized religions are, well, organized! They are institutions, filled with bureaucracies and
conflicts, power struggles and expansionist desires, and
accountants who need them to make money. When you are asked to give
far too much money, or worse, your life or the lives of your
family, you are being asked for too
much. God isn’t
asking you!
It’s people!
Organizations! Institutions! God doesn’t do bookkeeping or
take MasterCard; He creates everything, that’s His thing. You are
okay with Him as long as you try to live a good life!
Every religious scripture in the
world, and that has ever been (except for the truly nutsy ones, who
represent few believers), states this plainly. So, when your local
religious people ask for more than God does - you just have to be skeptical!
This is common sense - don’t abandon yours for the hype and smooth
words of somebody else - anybody
else! It’s a person
talking to you, not God - and it’s likely he or she, no
matter how well-educated, doesn’t know any more about God or what
He wants than you
do.

Occasionally some religions - more
likely their preachers or clergy - become misguided or perverted
and ask some ridiculous things. Again, it isn’t God asking you for these things, it’s a
human being.
If God has some purpose in causing difficulties for your
life, they will simply occur - the Church does not have to ask you
to go out and do
something else which is
painful or dangerous. Some of us have gotten bogged down in the
analogies used in religious works such as the Bible which
demonstrate certain virtues we are asked to have, like the tenacity
and loyalty of Job, who had many hardships visited upon him. The
existence of any Church is meant to be a celebration of one’s faith in God, not something
which curses or dooms your life. Any church which requires this is
functionally worthless, morally depraved, and absolutely dangerous.
Most of us would not risk our lives on the basis of someone else’s
unprovable opinion. But occasionally some wayward religion, or
person within it, asks this of its followers, causing at the least
distress, and at the worse, destruction. No religion should ask for
anything which is so great that the giving of it would cause pain,
suffering, or hardship for the followers - unless it is talking
about aiding other lives in dire straits. What we tend to find
historically is that those preachers who lead such desperate
requests have crossed the line of sanity themselves, and are asking
others to follow their doomed road to validate their particular
delusions.

I have often been asked how some one
can follow a religious leader to the death who has obviously become
insane, as happened with the Rev. Jim Jones in Jonesville, and in
Waco, Texas with David Koresh; or perhaps in a more macabre
gathering, the Charles Manson group of decades past. A dead
giveaway to being sure you
have met a crackpot is in that situation in which a person claims
either to be Christ, the
Lord, some other ancient prophet, or God, or be in
direct communication with any one of them. The
illogic of God “talking” to only one
person here or there is overwhelming. Whose voice does He use,
since He doesn’t have or need one Himself? And if it’s no voice,
only thoughts, how does the person know they’re His, and not
some psychic person playing a
prank? I don’t want to get into it too much, because
religion is a personal thing,
but, if God wanted to lead a whole bunch of people to their doom,
or anywhere else, it seems reasonable that He could talk to all of
them at once, Himself - or maybe carve it out in a mountain or
emblazon it in fire in the sky, something GOD-like! He hardly needs
any Homo Sapiens to do it for Him. A little thoughtfulness here is
extremely wise.

Unfortunately, individuals still give their
trust to someone else all too easily: someone with charm,
believability, and the gift of gab. You need only check up on
politicians to see that phenomenon. Not only does following such
people not aid your sanity, it can impair your life and the lives
of your family; nothing should be more important than that.

We all need something in our lives to
give us the motivation and stability we crave. It is not easy to
accept that there is really no stability to be had. Such tricksters who offer
that fantasied stability provide a picture of apparent “certainty”
to believe in; but it is either a charming lie, or a dangerously
naive opinion. Ignorance is not bliss, it can be deadly. You have
to think for yourself, there is no easy way out of that.
Blindly following others’ beliefs is
an unhealthy attitude; not only may it not lead you to sanity, it can lead you to ruin.
Also, you should realize that no one else’s beliefs are any better or more harmony-producing
than your own. There are people with true knowledge and wisdom,
gained from study and experience over the years, and it is
intelligent to listen to
them, always to a point; certainly all education is based upon
this. Other than that, trusting your own instincts and beliefs is
the wisest thing you can do. Beware of anyone or anything that
pledges a certainty to you -
there are far too few to be had: Like gravity is down, that is
a certainty - everywhere in
the universe. There are not
many other things which provide that level of absolute
certitude, so consider each thing, each person’s account,
carefully.

 


 


Learning can become a tricky thing,
since you must accept what a supposedly more learned source than
yourself has to say if you are to learn; but you must always
question, always assess, so that you can differentiate fact from
shear opinion based in no fact. There are many more opinions than facts in the world; it
is usually what you are dealing with in everyday life. The process
you must go through each time you confront something new is
this: Think, Evaluate the person or source of new
information, Compare that
with things you know to be
true, and then Determine for
yourself if that source is worthy enough to gain your
confidence.

Remember the old saw: If something
seems to be too extreme to be true (too good, too bad, too
improbable, too silly, etc.), it probably is. Which is not to say
that there aren’t things out there that may seem outlandish to you
which are nonetheless true in fact. Our space flights to the moon
are a good example. There are some folks who have looked at the
pictures and videos of the moon missions and determined that they
are fake; it seems outlandish to them. Granted, the moon missions
were enormous and expensive undertakings, nonetheless, the
overwhelming evidence from independent scientists, professional and
amateur astronomers, college staff and students, and government
personnel, is that we did actually travel to and land on the moon.
It may be hard to believe, but it is not an impossible task, and it
was accomplished. Such cases as this, however, where it
is difficult to believe what you’re
being told, must be very
carefully evaluated further before you take that information into
your heart and mind. At some point, after enough evidence and
proof, you can accept those phenomena which appear probable;
otherwise, one’s skepticism will leave him with those in the “Flat
Earth Society.” You do have to accept new information and events as
they factually develop before you, or at least as that data becomes
increasingly more probable as a certainty. An ounce of common sense
goes a long, long way, and does keep you sane.

 


 


An excellent habit to acquire is to
evaluate the opinions and beliefs of others in terms of what they
want from you. If what someone wants is too much, or they want it
too badly, you should pass; not
passing when you know
what is being asked is too great will cause you stress and
even worse. Sometimes it’s hard to tell what someone wants from
you. It may be something small and transparent at the time, like
validation of their own particular beliefs. Others’ opinions must
be scrutinized well, along with their motives for trying to change
yours. You should also determine how badly they
need to change your opinion to their
own; if they want it too badly, assume there is some ulterior
motive, and automatically pass. This will save you much grief. You
have your own agenda; don’t let it be squashed by someone
else’s.

There are, for instance, some notable
priests and preachers, for instance, floating around the air waves
with some great pitches. One must be careful when he lays his soul
in someone else’s hands - they may not be as tender and caring as
his own. The pitch always sounds good, helping others, the
downtrodden, the poor, the suffering; yet save for the truly
saintly Mother Theresa of Calcutta, who asked for
nothing from those she served, I
don’t know many preacher types who are themselves much downtrodden.
Beware when anyone asks too
much from you, or needs it too badly: PASS! It will not only save your sanity, but
quite often your soul.

 


 


It can be seen that beliefs and
attitude have much to do with the serious and practical aspects of
living; some things are defined entirely by people’s beliefs and
attitudes about it. Only slightly less consuming than religion is
politics. We make decisions based on our attitudes and beliefs about candidates. It’s
pretty difficult to know all the facts, unless you’re able to
investigate them yourself. One usually learns these bits of
information from the press and broadcast media, who have their own
agenda, which is to make the “news” as interesting and sensational
as possible, so that their readership or viewership is increased,
thereby earning more money or becoming more famous. Usually we find
out after we have voted for someone that we did not really know a
candidate very well at all; you can’t beat yourself up with this,
though, because it’s hard to know such people from a distance, who
are in the business of trying to make you believe they’re great
folks.

 


 


The political parties themselves have
become so internally convoluted, it is hard to know what they stand
for - especially in the modern 21st
century - and why countries like Italy have hundreds of them.
It should be more than clear today that the people of the United
States cannot possibly be represented by only two parties; but,
until we change it, and those Democratic and Republican political
strongholds are weakened enough to allow more parties in, that’s
what we’ve got. It is therefore far better to vote for
the person than the party, on the off chance that he or she can
actually deliver some of what
they promise. To accomplish that, one must view the facts - who has
that person been for the past twenty or thirty years? When you have
taken all that in, then you can make a meaningful vote, and not
worry or get unduly distraught when the person does something
unexpected. You did your best, the rest is on the guy you voted
for; people will be people.

In politics, the person we eventually
elect is either better or worse than we thought in practice - and
nearly always they’re both better
and worse,
depending on which behavior you focus. Most of us
can’t know all there is about
any politician, so we comment and vote based on what we
believe the person to be - which is
why we should look hard at the facts we can know. Our choice will
be based on what our attitude
becomes regarding him/her. And it may be correct or
incorrect, and is regularly a little of both - which is true
about all the people we
know.

If we took a good look at our
candidate, formed an opinion, and then voted, we did the most that
we can do and should sleep easy regardless of how the candidate
actually turns out. After the vote it’s the candidate’s opportunity
to act, and he or she will either fulfill our expectations or not;
if not, we get someone new the next time. That’s the way the
process works, and we should never have recriminations for
doing our part of the job,
since you can’t do any more than that other than run for the office
yourself. If a candidate lies to us, that’s his or her
fault, not ours. We should only be disappointed - and not
much at that, since it was, after all, a politician; unfortunately, lying is what they do
best. They have to promise
all kinds of things they know they can’t deliver, because that’s’s
the game they’re in - the other guy’s doing it, they need to
compete. One should always be marvelled at the amount of things a
Presidential candidate promises, since the President doesn’t
make any laws! Congress does.
Sure, he has the final say, to sign it into law or not (although,
again, Congress can override his veto), but Congress has to come up
with the bill, pass on it, and deliver it to the President’s desk;
if Congress doesn’t write the bill, there’s nothing the President
can do but suggest. Thus, we should all beware of anything a
Presidential candidate promises, and opt, rather, for someone with
character and integrity who seems to hold our viewpoint, our
beliefs.

It’s gotten to the point, now, that we
don’t even expect politicians
to do what they promise, but we’re always gratified when they
actually try, and accomplish
a little of what they pledged. Candidates are elected by our
beliefs, by their image - “truth” has only a little to do with it,
since it is so difficult to acquire. Our part is to
make our best educated guess, based
on facts, not flawed beliefs, and then see what happens. It’s the
most we can do, and all that can be expected. Knowing that enables
us to rest easier, and fortifies us for the next time we make a
choice.

 


Altercations begin when tempers flare
about one’s views being questioned, because some people try to
force their beliefs on the rest of us as “the truth,” when in
fact the truth is unknown. This makes you mad, anxious, unstable;
it shouldn’t. People are constantly trying to fortify their own
beliefs in this fashion. This type of negative behavior doesn’t
work well, and there are better alternatives, but it
is what the more zealous people do,
and you should understand that. To minimize your own personal
angst, you should know why
you believe what you believe, then remain calm when
confronted by those passionately looking for converts; this
is their problem. Converts -
sometimes even listeners - make such proselytizers more secure
about themselves. It makes their beliefs seem more factual; when
they can’t make any new converts, they get crazy. Better them than
you.

There will always be arguments, based
on different perceptions of the same thing. Barring violence,
they’re healthy. Yet, you should not invest a lot of personal
importance in them. Most violent
arguments are silly in nature when viewed from the objective
viewpoint, particularly those based solely on beliefs. This harkens
to the old tale of the Hatfields and the McCoys. They were fighting
so long, they forgot what they were fighting about; in the morning
they just got up and went outside to shoot at each other promptly
at daybreak, for several generations. Why? Because the other guy
was a Hatfield! Or a
McCoy! What the facts were,
nobody knew anymore. You don’t want
to get into that kind of a goofy rut.

A lot of our altercations are like
that one: traditional, but insignificant; yet that’s where most of
us fall down. We let little things seem like they’re terribly
important to us at the time; later, through the 20-20 eyes of
hindsight, we find they weren’t so important, and hopefully we
didn’t wreck our lives in the process. Unfortunately, too many of
us often do. Sometimes we mess up so badly that we can’t rectify
things, and we have to move on to something new for sanity’s sake.
A multitude of beliefs shapes our lives; but these are still
just beliefs, not
Commandments carved in granite by
the hand of God. Wisdom comes in learning the
difference.

There are only a few things in life
that are really important,
that is, where the facts
actually count, where they’re worth arguing about and
fighting for. Those things are usually centered around your family
and close friends, or your basic freedoms as human beings;
everything else is much less
important - your work, your play, your sexual preference, your
wealth status, the number of material things you have. They deserve
far less passion and drive. As long as your attitude and beliefs
reflect this, your life will be positively focused and relatively
even: sane.

 


 


As for knowledge itself, we’re all ignorant in a great
many areas, as we are enlightened regarding a few. That’s the
normal condition for everyone. You can not learn everything! Which
means, universally, that each of us is limited in the number of facts we can truly
know, and which leaves a virtual unlimited amount of facts which each of us does
not and will never know. Axiomatic is: If you had the time, you
wouldn’t have the capacity, and if you had the capacity, you
wouldn’t have the time. Knowing everything is an
impossibility. Many of us forget
that from time to time; the most obstinate and brilliant among us
would have to agree with that.

Why, then, do so many people get upset
when their views or beliefs are questioned? When they’re told they
don’t have all the information about their position? The answer to
that can be rather voluminous, but it boils down to ego and
insecurity - which produce that antagonistic attitude. Ego itself is not a simple concept,
but in this context is the basic need to feel you’re best, and
right: Okay, if not carried to extremes.

The other part of the answer lies in
the fact that people will cling desperately to anything they can,
especially their beliefs, when they feel vulnerable to life’s many
uncertainties. Human beings gravitate toward security and
stability, it is a primordial need. Individuals don’t like to feel
insecure or unstable - it’s uncomfortable - and will automatically
gravitate toward something that provides a feeling of stability and calm, even if the thing
itself is not factually stable or secure. We must be watchful of
those things which lie to us, providing only the
semblance of security and none in
fact. The areas of religion and politics already discussed provide
good examples of this.

Just to touch on the importance
of insecurity: It causes us
to clutch at anything which accords any semblance of a stable existence. When
finally we are forced to conclude this stability is not possible,
at least from the thing we sought it in - or worse, that it
is possible to achieve but
we can’t because we’re not good or
lucky enough - we become upset and stressed out, ruining our
attitude and at least a portion of our lives.

We cling to staying in the sack
mornings, for instance, because it feels safer and more secure than
getting up and facing the world; we tell ourselves that
we’re still tired and achy, that it’s tough getting up. Ever notice
how much easier it is to get up on a weekend, when you don’t have
to go to work, or when you’re on vacation, or on your honeymoon
(which if you did right you don’t remember sleeping during at all),
or on Christmas Day for the youngsters? You have nothing ominous to
confront then, so you feel more upbeat, safer, and more secure
getting up. The positive biochemicals within us flow, which
translates into feeling much less tired. Thus do you see our
behavior being psychologically driven, furnishing the gas for that
drive is our beliefs and attitude, rather than those few facts
which we are able to gather.

If our beliefs are a collection of negatives - with few
happy, positive concepts - our attitude about what we can achieve and
accomplish, what the world holds for us and humanity in general,
will also tend to be negative. The reverse is likewise true: If our
beliefs are a group of positive and happy thoughts, our attitude
will view the world and everything in it positively and pleasantly.
In circular effect, our attitude will reinforce our beliefs, one
way or the other, and an entire personality will be
conditioned.

Proper adjustment to life - staying on an
even keel, not too far up or too far down, as we said - means
learning to live with life’s inherent insecurities, just as you
learn to live with the aches and pains of each day. Bump your shin,
get a headache, have a cold - all these bring pains that we endure
and don’t make a big deal of. Insecurity is simply another of
life’s little pains to be endured and forgotten. There are no
simple solutions to ridding oneself of insecurity. Anybody
providing them is a quack, because the insecurities do not go away.
Life is tough; living through it the best you are able, sometimes
with gritted teeth, is what is required, and the only real option
we have to stay alive and well.

People end up in therapy because they
find they cannot deal with the stress their lives produces by
themselves, they run out of options, or begin to self-destruct. The
trouble is, life is a constant
series of stresses in one form or
another. Learning to relax inside the natural chaos of life is necessary,
and why, quite often, tranquilizers are prescribed by the
Psychiatrists in therapy groups to lessen tension while the
patients learn to confront their difficulties and anxieties. Once
you realize that insecurities never completely go away, but that
you simply coexist with them,
you can deal with each situation, each change, more effectively,
with less stress or shock, and thereby become more positive in your
attitude and general behavior. This redirection of attitude enables
one to persist better and longer in his or her work, so that goals
may be defined and accomplished, and the “homoeostatic” or
steady state life ensues.

There are no easy solutions,
particularly when you are in a negative state, generating negative
attitudes. A new business may give you some more money, a new mate
may give you better sex or breakfasts, a new house a happier
atmosphere, a new car a smoother ride, a new book a few good ideas,
a new religion an easier conscience, and so on, but none will
resolve every difficulty or remove every insecurity you have in
life. Take what you can get, you need those things to fortify your
opinions and help your attitude
remain positive and upbeat, but problems and insecurity go
with the territory, and you have to learn to live with them.
Better, you should learn how to manage and minimize them. All
successful people do, as do all those calm and capable people you
envy.

Keeping an optimistic outlook
(attitude) is critical to surviving in life, since it enables
you to create solutions and work at peak efficiency most of the
time; no one does well when his or her attitude is depressed - no
one. However, a positive attitude is not something you’re born
with, although some people find it easier to achieve than others.
You can get one by learning
as much as you can, particularly in those areas most
important to you, thereby increasing your ability to cope and
master situations. Coupled to experience, this greater knowledge builds
confidence, provides a more positive mind set (attitude, again),
and will bring you wisdom (a combination of all these efforts),
enough to bear up under the harshest insecurities which beset
you.

We can see that beliefs and attitude feed and develop each other. They slant
everything you do, everyone you meet, everything you think,
everything you become. It is important to keep them in good
condition by feeding them with education rather than superstitions
or fantasies. Our beliefs begin with birth. And, according to the
late social psychologist, B. F. Skinner, our early experiences and
conditioning by parents and educators will shape us for the rest of
our lives. Medical research has been discovering that in its work
for the last few decades, also.

We cling to the beliefs we formed very
early in life (the first several years) as being “right” because
they are rooted so far back in our youth, when we were first
forming our thinking processes, that we cannot recall learning
them; we cannot remember ever not
knowing them. These are tough to change or modify if they
need to be. We find new information as we age, and we
must incorporate that into our
knowledge if we are to grow in our ability to cope with the world
and its problems, if we are to have a chance at being happy and
well-balanced.

Youthfully-formed beliefs will shape our
attitudes throughout adult life. If what we learned at this early
age was incorrect, and/or negative, it will bias our future
behavior toward error if we don’t modify it with new knowledge of
things that are true. Increased knowledge helps remove many of
life’s mysterious uncertainties along with much of its instability.
It also bolsters our beliefs, and provides a sense of calm about
the way we look at ourselves, those around us, and the universe in
general. We must constantly work at learning, never stopping until
we die, continuingly shaping our opinions, beliefs, and attitudes
in the most positive direction, if we are to be effective and happy
managing our lives.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

 


 


TWO: Life

 


It’s short. It’s hard. It’s unfair. You
spend a great deal of time hoping and dreaming for things, only
some of which you’ll ever have the chance to get; but you need your
dreams to get anywhere at all, because they are always your goals,
and without goals, you have nowhere to go. You spend even more time
planning and working toward objectives you’ll have the good fortune
to do half of, if you’re lucky. Then you die. The process, as a
whole, leaves much to be desired, and it doesn’t seem like you have
to be God to have invented a better system (like, who decided that
our breathing part should be right next to our eating part so that
we can choke to death on food?) - BUT, it’s all we have, so we must
make the best of it.

Face it, you have to play the hand
that’s dealt you, especially when it’s the only game in town. And
yet, if it’s done right, there are things that absolutely make it
worthwhile and valuable, even if you have to work hard to dig some
of them out. If you can’t decide what things to do, then you should
talk to someone knowledgeable to get you on track: either a
professional, an honest clergyman, or a very good, preferably well-balanced,
friend.

People occasionally fall off the track
of what’s important. Working to support the family can occasionally
become so difficult and time consuming, that some folks forget the
reason they’re doing it in the first place. The reason (for hard
work, like our reason for being here in the first place) is:
To have
an enjoyable
life -
to be
happy! That’s it. It’s not more
complicated than that. Even says so in the Bible, if you’re
religious, and all other scriptural works.

If you’re working yourself constantly
and are miserable, you must take a serious look at what you’re doing and assess
where you’re going wrong, because you truly are going wrong.
You have to change something, otherwise you will eventually
crack up; even if you don’t crack, your attitude about life will be
shot: so negative that you’ll be condemning yourself to life in a
practical hell. Your relationships will suffer, your career will
suffer, the people around you will suffer, your entire life will
suffer. It’s not what you were made for, it needs to
change!

It’s possible to put all the subject
matter of this book into this chapter, of course, but instead it
deals with the general concept, those things affecting our broadest
notions of life and their ramifications. In that vein, let’s start
with something for you to think about. If you were designing life,
had the Creator’s job as it were, is there even one of you who wouldn’t design it differently than it
works now? No, there isn’t. Ask anybody. Certainly I have enough
times. Anyone will have at least a dozen ideas right off the top
for productive changes, and that’s before he or she starts to think
real hard.

So, what’s with God? Why does He give
us this really tough roe to hoe? Life is hard then you die? Usually
miserably? What kind of a plan is that? Any of us could
invent a better notion! How about: life is, maybe,
somewhat difficult, then you live
forever in happiness and health? Seems like a good idea to me - No?
Well, as you know, most religions kind of say that; trouble is, you
have to die first (again,
usually miserably) in order to get to this promised land. Talk
about bad ideas! I’m not thrilled
about it. Neither is anyone else I’ve ever known. Even in my
younger days when I worked on a hospital terminal ward as a
Psychiatric Aide , I never saw anyone happy to go. You won’t either - unless they’re
crazy.

We have a basic dichotomy here, and
that is that we must be
constructed with a fierce
will to live; otherwise, we would never get anything done,
not go one moment past the least little inconvenience. Stub
your toe, fall down a hill, get the flu, and you’d say,
“Okay! I’m done! Packin’ it
in. I’m off to the eternal, happy promised land. Had my fill of
this pain thing for my
lifetime. Goodbye and good luck!” Can’t do that. Even with
substantially more pain than
some little incident provides. There is a component of us which is
part of the several million years of human ( and two billion years
of living organisms’) evolution that cries out within us to “GO
ON!” under the worst circumstances. Why?

That’s really not the question to ask.
Scientifically, “why” is
easy. The first creatures that ever lived had the instinct to
survive, before they ever had the brains to ponder it, otherwise
they died off and didn’t continue their strain. If they
all had given up the ghost at the
first incidence of pain or suffering, we wouldn’t be here; the end. More
philosophically, we’re a part of this Earth and this
universe: from here
and of here. Our beginnings
go back almost as long as the planet (Earth is 4.5 Billion years
old, life 2.5 Billion). We love looking at the universe: staring at
the stars at night is a thrill. We adore looking at the oceans and
blue skies, amber sunsets over sparkling, crisp lakes, snow covered
mountains, striking desert scapes, verdant valleys, and wheat
filled plains. All of this belongs to an existence that we cherish,
because we were originally created from it and have been immersed
in it throughout the millennia. Ashes to ashes and dust to dust -
this is the story for everything in existence. Even the petroleum
products we use are part of life which existed millions of years
ago. Diamonds were once lumps of coal several thousand millennia
before, fused together by heat and time; we love those, and all the
gemstones we consider precious: they are an intrinsic part of the
Earth, too. We eat what grows in the soil and breathe the oxygen
formed by the plant life, all fertilized by what other life has
left there in its decaying remains.

The practical answer to
why we try so hard to stay alive in
this world is that we are so
much a
part of
it, part of it and all it produces.
You will occasionally hear “conservationists” speak about the
things that man does as
something not “natural.” This
is an incorrect and even ridiculous notion; we are as
“natural” as you can get, like every
other living thing here. Spotted Owls are no more
“natural” than we are; moreover,
they have no more right to
live than we do; certainly one can make the argument that they
have less right if they can’t
survive when we do. We eat
other living things, as do all other animals, we build our homes,
we provide a habitable environment. Every other animal does that
also, and to a similar extent, so does plant life. We come from
here. Our roots are here. Our ancestors lived, struggled, and died
here. We have at least the same right that any other Earthly life
form has to survive. And so we struggle to stay here as long as we
possibly can, sometimes even under terrible conditions. The natural
desire to survive is powerful, as it must be for man to have
survived under the ofttimes dangerous and calamitous conditions
which have existed on the planet.

We are part of everything that goes on
in life. And it is part of us. We love it. We live for it. We are
thrilled to excitement to see our families raised and thrive in it.
We have a passion for watching other things grow in it. We don’t
want to leave it. So, “Why
don’t we
want to
leave?” is not the right question to
ask. We know why. What’s
the right thing to ask,
then?

Here’s the primary question, which
readily comes to mind, and therefore is the most important one:
“Since we love life so much here, and are so much a part of
everything that goes on in it, Why
can’t we
stay here
forever, with
the best
of everything
there is?”
Somewhere, sometime in most people’s lives they find their
way to that question. Quite often, young children will ask it right
off, as soon as they begin to see and understand what goes on in
life, and death. As you start to answer that question, you get tangled up in the
many intricate religious and metaphysical notions there are
concerning life and death, and that messes up your mind entirely -
because there really are no good answers.

Let’s look at the purely
humanist explanations, those which
have to do with us being a natural human being, rather than some
spiritual, Divinely-made thing. Humanism excludes from importance
the notions of afterlife; it doesn’t necessarily disbelieve them,
it just doesn’t find them important to what’s operating in
this life. We can’t stay here
forever because that’s not how nature made us. That’s it. A
variation of that answer is: We can’t stay here forever because of
some kind of genetic mistake which nature has played on us - a “death
gene,” if you will - and eventually mankind will correct it and
people will live
indefinitely, we’re simply not there yet. Scientists have already
made that statement, calculating that within 500 years or so, we’ll
all be able to live forever, dying only by accident. Nice to know
for all of us! And, of
course, that will drive all
religions, governments, and politicians crazy.

Whichever way it is, for the time being
we’re made of this Earth stuff, the way we evolved over the eons,
and our cell structures only last so long. Cells die, tissues die,
organs die, then we die. That’s why we can’t stay forever. I
suspect it will always be like that, regardless of what advances
science and medicine make, although we may live many decades longer
eventually. We live longer now than we did only a thousand years
ago, when the life expectancy was about 40; much longer than in the
days Christ walked the Earth, when we’d probably top out, on
average, in our thirties. A lot of the lower calculations you’ll
hear (such as: man lived on average till age 25 in the year 1) have
to do with higher infant mortality, which we have helped enormously
to lower in the last half-century.

As our science gets better, we will
live longer, possibly to 500 to 1000 years, based on the most
current extrapolations of modern Medical Research. But then it will
likely be time anyway. Can’t live forever. The matter itself which
the universe is made of won’t last forever. Physicists know that it
decays into micro sized particles, smaller than atoms, and after
that decay into energy or nothingness - take your pick - and in
time everything as we know it will be gone. It’s happening right
this minute, and every
minute. Astrophysicists calculate only another 5-15 Billion
years of life for our sun in its solar system, so at
least all of this solar
system will be gone in a few paltry Billion years. Life has to end,
because matter itself will end. It’s the nature of things.
Humanism says that if there is a
life afterwards, well, great, because it’s better than
non-existence, although maybe not as good as life. If there isn’t, well then, arrivederci -
hope you had a nice life here!

There is something to be said for a
humanist approach to living. It forces us to concentrate on what is
going on in our lives now,
here - to focus on those things
we can directly
affect, change, and
improve. People eventually stray
from that simple policy and become embroiled in problems they
cannot affect because those things have their roots in the past or
the future - where we don’t live; we live here, now, and that’s where we
must focus our attention and efforts. Also, many of life’s problems
are abstract, and we can do
little to effect those.

Working toward some spiritual goal,
although it may be admirable, does not enable us to measure our
Earthly progress and status; it’s pretty much up for grabs - which
is to say anybody’s guess, because God isn’t talking; oh, sure,
there are folks who say they’re listening to God, but we don’t know
who they’re really talking to - might just be themselves. When we
are working toward some spiritual goal, like getting to heaven, for
instance, we are talking about a goal we can not truly connect to, despite what all the
super-religious would love us to believe. The hereafter - whatever and wherever it is,
if it is - is something that no one
on the planet has ever seen, and we can only imagine. We have
no actual control over
getting there, since we, as a group, have not agreed on what
the rules
are to get there, if there actually
are any, nor what it will mean literally to be there. It’s tougher to work toward an
abstract, particularly when we as a
species can’t even agree on what that abstract is. Which is pretty
much why it’s “abstract.”

The humanist view, which does not at
all preclude any spiritual convictions, is a practical,
investigative, and scientific one. It allows us to work on getting
things done now, for
us, the living and struggling. It
allows us rules for which we can see results, measurements of where
we are and where we’re going, as well as how far along we’ve come
in getting there. It shows us that we all need the help of each
other, that hard work toward specific ends is valuable, and that
laziness and lethargy are counterproductive. It tells us that
education is important, that treating each other in a civil and
compassionate way is beneficial, that our families and true-loves
can be exhilarating. This is not a bad focus! And, since all these
things are logical and rational, it is not difficult to
comprehend; doing it is another story.

All of the major religions have such
ethics as humanism encompasses as part of their dogma, but their
reasons are tied up in the gossamer threads of faith and beliefs,
which are very personal and subjective. Humanism allows us concrete
reasons for what we’re doing, with practical and logical procedures
and goals, things we can actually see to do and goals we can see to reach. This makes things easier for human
beings, few of whom are so strong in their spiritual ethics that
they do not contravene them at least a little - i.e., work against
your beliefs.

Existentialists are basically
humanists who believe there is no
afterlife, and that fate
has much to do in determining our existence; their philosophy
has led them to believe that nothing really matters because any one
thing is as good as any other thing. Basically negative, this leads
you nowhere, to do nothing in particular, since nothing matters. It
would say that sex is equivalent torture, for instance, and each
are equally good, the experiences being purely subjective to the
participants. This provides no answers, merely accepting what
happens because it was going to happen anyway, so don’t sweat it,
chill out, eat, drink and be merry, if you can. You don’t have to
live too long to know that you have to do more than
that.

Religions have furnished us with a
host of spiritual reasons for us being here and leaving. The
difficulty with them is that they are - spiritual! Tough to work with or perceive
spiritual stuff. Historically, religions of all kinds, no matter
how silly and primitive, from the first man who walked the planet,
began producing myriad explanations for why we are here, suffer,
and then die, especially in the absence of facts about life and the
universe.

If we look at the major faiths as a
group (Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, and the other
Deistic religions having many common elements, and representing
most of the people on the Earth), our modern religious faiths have
“getting to God,” or being with Him in heaven, as the end result of
our struggles here - with or without a bunch of virgins to boot!
I’ll be the first one to say it, although born, raised, and
educated as a Catholic - this
sounds really
boring! My constant question in philosophy and
theology classes was: If we’re made from
Earth stuff, and we love everything here as a life form
created from here, why do we have to leave to go somewhere else to do something
different? In my mind I added, but never said to the
good clergy who taught me: “... and sounds as boring as anything I
can imagine!” No one ever answered it successfully, all
explanations having to do with our soul and its spiritual nature
and how happy it (like it’s something different than me) will be in the presence of
God. The prospect never thrilled me, I doubt it’s thrilled anyone
else.

This makes the prospect of afterlife,
even the most heavenly one, a
difficult thing to hold out in front of me as a goal I should want
to get to. I don’t! If you’re reading this, neither do you, because
you’re still here! Yet, as one talks with others, he finds that
this dull concept is commonly engendered as one of their highest
religious and spiritual goals. But
- why should I want to
get there? I could still believe in and love God, commit myself to
a virtuous character, but stay here! I could do
all those things I love to do on Earth. If there are no
30-foot speedy sport yachts or zippy Ferrari’s in heaven, I’m going
to have a real tough time enjoying myself!

And why do I have to die in order to go there? Especially when the process is usually so
- messy, and
painful! YUCK!
In my life and work I’ve had occasion to watch the dying
process often. For myself, I’d really rather PASS! So would most other people (except the crazy and fanatics,
which are pretty much the same thing), I don’t care
what they believe in. Unfortunately,
we have been handed this historic cadre of spirituality and we
choose to deal with it, mostly out of fear that if we don’t we’ll be somehow doomed after death - and the whole
Dante’s Inferno picture comes
to mind. By the way, Dante’s Inferno was meant as satire - not future
history!

Our essential Earthly, human nature
makes it difficult to warm up to any spiritual goals we put before
us. This is why all religions recognize sin, which is what happens when we don’t pay
attention to what those religions tell us we should be doing (and
which, conveniently enough, gives them a reason for being,
collecting money, and taking MasterCharge). Then, magnanimously
enough, they forgive us - if they didn’t, they’d run out of
followers real quick and have to find something else to do,
otherwise preach to trees which can’t commit sins or ante up any
funds. So their “forgiveness” is really pragmatic for them: no followers, no religion,
the clergy will all have to go out and get real jobs like everyone
else. Religions, as a practical matter, need us more than we need them. If we stop following them,
we don’t cease to exist immediately
- they do!
And face it, we could still find reasons to be decent folks
even without them; after all, being mostly good is mostly logical,
and usually beneficial.

This is not to say, certainly, that
religions are valueless; rather, they are difficult to relate to,
and oftimes selfish. This is a fact of life, they’re run by
human beings.
We are not some angelic spiritual dust floating in the cosmos
- we’re flesh and blood, grounded by gravity, and a whole lot more,
to Earth. Our lot is here, we
have to learn how to manage that lot in order to get anywhere -
even heaven. You can’t be rotten living here and be assured of doing a good job
getting there (heaven). No
matter how religious and spiritual you are, the responsibility
will always be to do a good
job here, in this life, even if all you want to do is get
there, to your ultimate spiritual
place.

Because of what we are, we should not,
in the course of daily life, be surprised to find it arduous to be
this perfect spiritual entity who works toward those religious
virtues and goals - even if they ultimately will bring us to God or heaven. There are those
folks who can be a superb
spiritual example, can do it well, and again, Mother Theresa comes
to mind, and maybe some of the Popes, but historically even they
have had their problems. Not many human beings can be a great
bastion of spiritual strength and performance, and you should not
worry if you find it difficult to become one. You can still live a
good life, and, if you believe in our Creator, that’s the most He
can ask of us.

There are other, more practical and Earthly
goals which you can set and work toward that will do just as well
to provide you with a righteous life, even if you cannot be
“spiritually perfect.” And, since I am no kind of clergy, I can’t
be in the business of helping anyone in their religious existence,
beyond advising that there are many ways to lead a decent, proper,
and successful life, many of those principles being offered
here.

You can learn from religious people of
good character, and from others as well who perform good works.
Their lives teach all you want to know about virtue and the saintly
path to God, without saying a word. I would advise people to be
more wary of those whose “religious work” entails only
talking about
it to others (as on TV, or maybe
door to door, or in incessant “meetings”), rather than going out
and performing these
difficult and meritorious good works each day themselves, as many
missionaries have done. There are plenty of examples of good,
productive people both in modern day and history for us to
research, read about, and learn from. Then, if being a religious
churchgoer is something that makes you feel good and provides positive inspiration, you
should by all means do it. If, however, the religious activity
someone is compelling you to perform, regardless of who it is, is
arduous and makes you miserable, anxious, or even slightly
depressed - lose it, it won’t help you or anyone else. Lose the
behavior and do something that makes you feel good about yourself,
the world, and the people in it - that is your main purpose here - as long as you’re
not harming anyone else. If the people prompting you to be
religious against your
natural instincts continue to be relentless, lose them too - they also cannot help you, which should be
obvious. You shouldn’t be shoveling sand against the tide, people.
You’ll stay most sane by following your own path, that is
your own
path; no one can tell you what that is, but with some
investigation, study, and perhaps guidance from people you know to be wise, you
can surely decide, and then live your own life. It’s the
way you will be most profitable to yourself and to the world around
you.

 


 


Still, questions remain as to why the
many messy deaths that occur in life. How do you make sense out of
it when those we love die in our own lives? This is the first
question you find kids ask you - and the hardest one for us to
answer. I know I well-up and get a lump in my throat when my kids
ask me why their dear Grandpa died! What do we tell them? First let me say that in all
the philosophy and religion I have ever studied, coupled to all the
medical, scientific, and hospital work I’ve done, there are no
really good answers to such
questions, nothing that makes us feel terrific about it. So if
you don’t feel terrific about
it, you’re normal! Get on
with your life and forget about answering it. You tell your kids
something simple, which fits in with your lifestyle, like God took
him, or he was old and he went to the next life where he can be
young again, or he just got too old to continue living, if you’re
atheistic. There aren’t any great
answers, so you don’t want to belabor this.

As a slight aside, here, I must point
out at this point that the concept of “God” gets into the answers
of these types of metaphysical questions. Although this will be
taken as my sole opinion, let me say here that not to believe in a
God is, simply, DUMB! Why? We’re here! That’s the obvious answer.
How’d we get here? Something
made us - the Creator, nature, evolution, something! Okay. let me take you through the
logic of this as simply as possible. IF, once upon a time, there was nothing - how
did we get something? That
is, the world, the universe , stars, planets, and all that.
They came into being for sure;
we know that, we can
see that and measure that. Whatever it was that made all existence
come into being - we’ll call that God! The real question, then, becomes “What kind of a God
- or Creator - is He?” That he’s there must be obvious, because if
He - or It - wasn’t, we wouldn’t be: pretty simple. If there
was nothing before, there
would still be nothing now.
There isn’t nothing. There
is something (the universe),
therefore something happened to make it: we call that something
God. Establishing what His, or It’s, nature is becomes the real
problem, and is pretty much always going to be impossible for us to
ascertain. All scriptures aside, we really don’t have
any idea what a God or Creator would
be like; so we should quit trying to define Him, or It.

The second part of this rationale is
that if there never was “nothing”
- that is, there was always something - then it would, by nature and
definition, have to be eternal. We know matter and energy
are not eternal, they will
both decay into nothingness - or something we don’t understand -
eventually, so it can’t be that. Therefore, whatever it is that was
always there - the eternal something - we call that God. And, again, the
real question becomes “What kind of a thing is that God?” Not
whether there is one or not. We get into trouble when we try
to define It - which, if God
is God, we can’t; because to know God, you’d have to be God, and
we’re not. Also pretty simple.

So, there you are. Is God a kindly old
man who loves us and gives us everything we want to make us happy?
Clearly He - or It - is not. Beyond being a Creative Force, we
don’t know what God is. So we should leave Him - or It - out of our
explanations for things, since we truly can’t know what He - or It
- is doing, if anything. I know this is an unhappy thought for the
religious types, but you simply can’t know what a “God” is, because you’re not one.
And it would be silly for Him to try to explain it to us (through
scriptures, for example) since whatever “God” is would be
incomprehensible to us. Let’s simply say He’s a Creative Life
Force, and leave it at that, and stop trying to give Him a human
personality; it’s silly, counterproductive, wholly personal, and
therefore not helpful.

Back to LIFE again, academically,
the best answer to those
questions of why life is as it is - with pain, suffering, and then
extinction - that I’ve ever studied or heard, and utilizes a God -
at least some kind of God - as the Creator, is this: First, we
can’t possibly understand God’s plan. He’s God and we’re us, and
the two of us are hugely
different. Second, part of His plan must be that life evolve naturally, and freely, according the Rules of the Universe - which He would have
created. As such, life - if it is to be totally free, which it is -
must obey all these physical laws which comprise the universe that
life is inherently part of, whether it is pleasant for life or not. It is probable that
this is the only way that life could be created, that
existence itself,
in order to be, must
follow these laws which are part of God’s essence. Sometimes
it is messy and painful, but the universe as it is, with our
freedom of choice and the universe’s freedom to obey its physical
laws, would have to be exactly as it is
in order to be at all. If you believe that God made the universe
and everything in it, then His effort had to be a
Godly one, and the best thing it was
possible for Him to do; so you can’t quibble with it - regardless
of whether you understand it, agree with it, or like it, or
not.

If you take an atheistic position, or
a purely humanistic one, you arrive at the same conclusion, that
this is the way the universe must
operate if we are to have a
free will
in it, with the opportunity to develop and learn. If you take
God out of the creation equation, you’re still left with
something starting it all,
even chance, and whatever you
call it (the religious call it God, science may call it chance or
some kind of natural, cosmic phenomenon), the results and rules are
the same: In order to have the possibility of choosing to do
anything we are physically able to do, of learning, developing, and
struggling to achieve, life has to be exactly like it is. It
couldn’t be anything else if we’re still going to be
us and not something else altogether
which we couldn’t even imagine.

Whether through religion or logic, it
seems we and the universe are as we have to be. As such, you might
say that all this is the best that can be - particularly if you believe God
engineered it. If not, you must realize that it is still a very
sophisticated technological system that produced us as we are, even
if a natural one. We are a fairly strong and resourceful thing,
tried and developed over many millions of years, life itself over a
couple of billion years; this notion should help you to keep your
wits about you when you are thinking you are less than you are.
Human beings are far from a perfect entity, but the way they
are is pretty complex and
remarkable, and they can do, and have done, some pretty great and
miraculous things in an ocean of confusion and a cataclysm of
cosmic dust. That leaves many,
many possibilities open to you also.
And that’s something you can feel pretty good about.

 


* * * * * * * * * *

 


The Judeo-Christian ethic, espoused by
most valid modern religions, is a logical and laudable approach to
life. However, believing that everything in life is
perfect and one should not change
the “perfect mold” (for example: “if man were meant to fly ...” and
things like that) is illogical, inept, extraordinarily naive, and
dangerous. If the Good Lord, or nature, didn’t want us to change or
affect anything, we wouldn’t have hands and feet. Or brains. We are
designed to create and
change things, so this should
provide no distress. We must be diligent about what we create, since some things are more
dangerous than others; but the world of human creation is a marvel
and an inspiration in itself, and should be something that is
continuously sought after.

 


 


One of the other questions that
bothers us in every area of our lives is equality - why are we not all equal. Well, where
would the “equalness” stop? Would we all look alike, think alike,
feel exactly the same about everything? Since no single one of us
could know everything, that would mean we’d be stuck with what we
all knew, which would be exactly the same things; you’d never have
to ask anybody anything, because you’d already know. This situation
would be very limiting, by what one person could know, hence many
things would not be able to get done, for those skills would not be
capable of existing. Would we all love the same person, in the same
way - all the males would be one style of guy, all the females one
style of gal? We’d all have the same parents, teachers. and so on -
which would all be like us in the first place. Silly, isn’t it!
Clearly, as soon as someone starts learning something
different, he or she
becomes a different, and
unequal, person from the rest.
Couple to that the many genetic differences, and you have a host of
inequalities amongst people; it’s part of reality. Nothing is equal
to anything else; we should not even entertain the concept.
Equality itself is an illusion that we use and set up as an ideal,
albeit an impossible one actually to achieve.

Not to belabor the point, it is plain
that no two people are equal, that there
are huge differences in
talent and consequent opportunity. As soon as you throw a few
differences into the mix, talents become differentiated, ambition
levels dissimilar, and rewards distinctive. This is another thing
we should not become too embroiled in, since we all have to live
life in our own unique way, as the particular kind of person that
each of us is. We are all created with certain physical and mental
attributes; over time we modify these with various types of
learning and experience. So, the older we get, the more we learn,
change, and develop, the less equal
we are; although we are very similar to all the other people
on the planet in the most important ways, the many small
differences in us cause us to develop uniquely and have unique
capabilities - which is fine, for this is how we are able to
accomplish the many different things we require in life. That, too,
is something to be encouraged about.

Therefore one should beware of those -
namely politicians, who will tell you just about anything to get
elected to that cushy job where they get paid to tell you more
baloney - extolling that we should “all be equal.” We can’t be,
it’s impossible and illogical. It is essentially a
Marxist-Leninist, Communist-Socialist idealist pitch that cannot
and has not ever worked - or actually been accomplished. There are
differences in people, therefore differences in talent and
intelligence, abilities and beauty, and people will react to all of
these things very differently. How could you expect “equality” from
that? You can’t. Not all people have the same ambition levels. Not
all people try or work with the same enthusiasm or effort. It’s
not wrong that they’re that
way; they’re just different! They have different priorities.
Therefore rewards will be different. Some individuals’ efforts will
be more needed than others at any particular point in time, and
will thus be given greater reward. This is natural and expected,
and not something terrible or any more unfair than looking
different! In a free society these are things which have to be.
What government can do is
make sure that even the least of us - however you want to measure a
human being’s value - has the basic necessities of life so that he
or she can live with some modicum of happiness. As to more than
that, it’s up to the individual, and a natural, normal, and free
state of affairs that exists and simply must be.

 


We can see, then, that there
are many reasons why we must
exist as we do: why we are different, imperfect, unequal, why there
is some pain in many of the things we do. Our uniqueness, our
particular individualities, and the infinite opportunities which
therefore become available to us, are incomparably
more valuable
than being identical and equal. It is worth what suffering we
have to endure in one form or the other because of the inequality
which exists between all of us. The natural free-flowing universe,
including our free will - the ability to do what we choose, dream
whatever novel thing we dream - makes us necessarily the way we
are, and the world the way it is. When we’re in the process of
living, and life hurts us, it’s little consolation to know this.
But we must revel in the freedoms that we have: the freedom to
choose our own, distinct path to travel; the freedom to move around
anyplace we wish; and most of all, the freedom to think independent
thoughts. That’s what makes this trip of life worth the taking, and
the greatest gift we could have.

 


* * * * * * * * * *

 


There are many people you routinely
encounter who believe we cannot do much about our lots in life
(fatalists), that we are locked in by God’s or nature’s plan to
whatever destiny that lies ahead for us. Such individuals may walk
delicately through their existence, afraid to bump into life’s
cruelties, praying or hoping for the best. It’s not the way to get
much accomplished! Such people hamstring themselves by believing in
a fate that they cannot affect with work and dedication. It should
be clear to anyone who does work hard at life that certainly he or
she can change his or her lot; you may not get perfection, but you can certainly change it. If
you jump from an airplane without a parachute, you die when you hit
the ground (usually - there
was one case where a guy jumped and actually lived, although in not
too good a shape - don’t count on it!). It wasn’t chance or fate or
nature or God, it was that person deciding to do it. We’re
free - independent thinkers who can
go where we want and achieve whatever we think is the proper course
of action for us - within some limitations, of course.

We heard much of this when John
Kennedy Jr’s tragic plane flight terminated in a fatal crash off
Martha’s Vineyard: “The Kennedy curse.” Curses are a childish
concept, something from a Grimm’s fairy tale. What
does exist is human planning (or
lack of it), human judgment (good or bad), human talents (helpful
or unhelpful), and chance (luck). We’re not sure which factors went
into that fatal crash, but both human frailty and chance conditions
had something to do with it. The weather and time of day was not
the best to fly in, and not conditions he was rated for. Kennedy
Jr. knew that, and chose to make the trip anyway. The haze was
greater than he could anticipate or compensate for, and the crash
ensued. All the more tragic because of the two innocent sisters he
carried with him, one his young wife.

Such “cursed” events are controllable
to a great degree. Sometimes they are not completely controllable, and so we find
adventurous people losing their lives despite great planning,
because something they did not anticipate occurred, or because they
could not perform as greatly as they believed. These are things one
has in his or her control to a greater extent than most of us
believe. The race car driver who is pushing the envelope at high
speed can back off and lose a place or two rather than force a
crash. Similar choice for a test pilot, who can eject at the
earliest sign of trouble and live, or decide to stay until the
plane disintegrates trying to find out if it will go to the next
level of performance. A SCUBA diver can come up sooner and miss an
opportunity with his explorations rather than run out of air and
drown. A police unit can wait before shooting someone and risk
losing a criminal, rather than hastily pump a rash of fatal shots
into an innocent person; or that innocent person can be a guilty
one, and if an officer waits too long, he’s done in himself. It’s a
tough choice to make either way, and consequences will ensue
because of it, but the point to make is that there
are choices here and they
will affect the outcome - for better
or worse. The better and wiser your judgments, the better the
outcomes.

Choices become harder and more
critical when danger increases. Should we go out to the store in
that furious snow or electrical storm, should we continue swimming
out over our head in cold water as we begin to tire, should we run
the red light or stop sign because it’s late at night and few
vehicles are around? We make choices! Sometimes we win (most of the time, in
fact), sometimes we lose. To stay safe, you make safer choices.
John Kennedy Jr.’s safe choice that night was to wait until
daylight, or have someone more experienced fly the plane - he
elected to take the more hazardous route. There was certainly a
possibility that he could have made it. But were the risks far too
high for himself and his company? That’s a question he had to
answer. Everyone involved paid for that unfortunate
choice.

To say we have little or no control over our fates flies in the
face of reality. If you want a safer life, you should make safer,
more informed decisions. Occasionally something tragic will happen
that you could not avoid - bad luck - this is the nature of a free
universe. Should you have gone to the store for that loaf of bread
the evening the drunk driver crashed into your car as you sat at a
stop light? How could you know! These types of things are the
essence of a free universe. You make your best educated guesses,
pay close attention to the world occurring around you every day,
then you’ve done the most you can do. That will keep you relatively
safe, the odds always in your favor, and make you feel easier about
everything - even though it’s cannot be an absolute guarantee. You
can’t sit home indefinitely worrying about the oddball, long shot
thing that might happen; you
have to get up, go out, and live anyway. Routine life does take a
little bit of bravery; but that’s what we have: a little danger in
every day, the essence of freedom.
You can’t let fear of dangers stop you, or you’ll have no life at
all.

 


 


Within your existence, you will
routinely come to a junction where several paths are possible, and
you must choose one. At the end of your days, you are the sum total
of all your life’s choices - plus some luck. You can’t take luck,
or chance, out of the equation; that’s one of those things that’s
part of our freely interchanging universe. If I have a free will, I
have the opportunity to hit you on the noggin with a brick and rob
you - or I can decide to donate a large some of money to you and
your cause. For me it’s a choice, but for you it’s luck either way. A volcano
is free to erupt according to the laws of nature and physics,
spewing lava over a city; bad luck for you if you live there, good
luck if you’re a journalistic photographer on a mountain across the
way who happens to see and photograph it for the news.

You overcome bad luck to a great
degree with persistence. If
luck doesn’t bestow what you want early on, you keep on trying
until the odds of you getting what you want become
astronomical in your favor; thus
does luck yield to work. The
second way to overcome much of what luck dictates is with
planning, particularly for safety,
as we’ve discussed previously. You can counter what chance
gives you with good choices and work; these are things that keep
you balanced and on that even keel, moving ever forward toward your
goals.

By our own diligent efforts, we are
able to have great command over our own lives. Often it
seems like we don’t while focusing
on many other folks who are exercising their free will, doing innumerable things, plus
a universe freely acting out its course. The sum total of all those
free activities appears to
work against our particular interests, and sometimes does in fact.
But life - i.e., existence - can be no other way, which is why we
must work as hard as we do to accomplish those things that we
desire. With hard work and diligence, even though you will probably
not get everything you want,
you can attain a good piece of it, thereby achieving your greatest
reward and satisfaction.

 


* * * * * * * * * *

 


Part of feeling comfortable
with why life is as it is has
to be tied up in the heady concept of how it got to be that way.
Physicists can trace the historical formation of our universe
and all the planets in it right back down to the first second it
was constructed, amazing as that seems. Through math and science
they can discover the origins of the universe in that first second
about 15 billion years ago in which the gigantic explosion
occurred, had to occur, in
order to form our universe as we perceive it today. No one
knows why that explosion
occurred, and it is there that religion steps in and inserts
“Divine Intervention,” also known as “Intelligent
Design”.

In all that our science has
discovered, we learn that the universe evolved over billions of
years - about 15 billion of them - and that somewhere in the
process life began. Either God engineered the process, or there was
some natural cosmic reaction, depending on what your beliefs are.
Again, those who are religious can call that “natural cosmic
reaction” God! We might never be able to prove one either way, and
perhaps that is how it should be. It really doesn’t matter, the
universe came to be as it is by one hand or the other: God or some
natural Chance. Essentially there was a huge matter and energy explosion about 15
billion years ago, which generated the trillions of bits and pieces
of an incalculably large hunk of matter shooting off in all
directions, what we see today as stars and planets. Essentially,
the universe can be described as a rather large explosion in progress extending out for fifteen billion
(right now) light years in space; it will extend further as the
billions of years roll on. And only very recently, during 1999, has
science calculated that the universe will apparently continue to
expand indefinitely,
overcoming the gravidic pull of all its cosmic elements,
becoming even more enormously spread out in the next several
billion years. Earlier on, science theorized that the gravity of
all the heavenly bodies would eventually overcome the explosive
force and pull all mater back together again, and there would be
another “big bang.” We’re really not sure which one is actually
true right now, as knowledge increases and theories shift from one
position to another. In any case, nothing for us to worry about
right now. Maybe our great (times a few hundred million “great’s”)
grandchildren will have to worry, if they survive our solar
system’s explosion, but not us. Of course, that’s the scientific
wisdom now; it could change a bit in a hundred or so
years.

A light year being the distance light
travels in one year, about 6 trillion miles, the universe is going
to cover some serious ground in the distant future. We measure and
chart that continuing explosion by the observed outward expansion
of the astronomical bodies, all of which are the bits and pieces
comprising that original chunk of matter that blew up, for whatever
reason. The interaction of planetary matter, operating by the laws
of physics, causes the rest of the motions and changes of these
bodies in the universe, such as planets rotating on their axis or
revolving around a sun, moons revolving around a planet, meteors
and comets colliding into everything, and so forth.

The Suns and stars we observe are the
larger, hotter portions of that original explosion. Those planets
which surround certain stars (and probably all stars have some
surrounding planets, due to their huge gravidic pull) have a
chance for life as we know it on them, depending on the
temperature and general conditions on the planet. Actually, with
the trillions and trillions of stars and planets in the universe,
some kind of strange life could exist anywhere on
any planet; we just don’t know how
it would exist as life we are familiar with, and if it did, we’re
not sure how we could identify it - barring that it walked and
talked to us.

On Earth, life evolved by the formation of
complex chemicals interacting with other chemicals, eventually
forming small nucleic acids, then complex, regenerating proteins,
and then cells. That’s a big step right there, from complex
chemicals to cells, which are life. There was a large collection of
volatile and violently reacting elements a few billion years ago,
the composition of which was pretty much the same as is seen in
life forms today. Some call this mass of chemicals at that time
“the Primordial Ooze” - a collection of ammonia gas, carbon
molecules, and a lot of other things, coupled with heat, water, and
electricity from storms which assaulted the planet for hundreds of
thousands of years.

It is within this group of chemicals
that groups of self-generating proteins were formed, and later
combined by trillions of random combinations into cells. It may be
an absolute law of the cosmos (God’s or Nature’s) that life will
try to form from a collection of chemicals any way it can given
enough time. We don’t know that yet; we just know that life did
form from this group of chemicals. That part has been duplicated in
laboratories. If you are religious, it’s logical to assume that our
God would want the universe formed in this way, and us an intrinsic
part of it, so that we would
feel comfortable in it and want to explore it. It is also
logical that we would be stimulated by it, and awed enough to find
majesty and beauty in it - whether you are religious or not. It is
in this way that we, a life form generated by it, are so much a
part of this universe that we would want to explore and modify it,
experience and derive our happiness from it, and stay within it
forever.

From that initial life, the most
well-adapted life form lived and generated more of itself (commonly
referred to as “survival of the fittest”). Over the nearly 3
billion of years of living Earth history, life evolved from the
one-celled things to many-celled things, ever-changing to better
adapt to the environment - with numerous collisions by meteorites,
comets, and carious cosmic rays which brought this planet who knows
what else - finally into the plants and animals we see today.

It is nearly impossible for us to
conceive the length of time it took to get where we are from the
beginning - about three thousand million years - which is why it
seems magical to arrive at
where we have, and why some people have so much trouble believing
it, rather relying on God’s instantaneous creation of everything,
because that’s an easier, if less intelligent, concept. A few
billion years a fair parcel of time, even on a cosmic level. You
would have trillions of trillions of chance combinations in which
life could change, assaulted by the many different influences that
existed over that enormous time; and it did . “Evolution” is
the process of those changes
occurring over the eons, whereby offspring adapt to the environment
better than their parents. Not only does evolution happen, but over this long period
of time mathematical probability dictates that it
must happen. If it didn’t, changes
in the environment which occurred over time would have wiped living
things out, as they did the dinosaurs and millions of other species
during Earth’s history which could not adapt or evolve. Because the
Earth has changed over this long time, life has changed, and must
change, in adaptation to it.

Those who don’t want to believe in evolution
are fighting against the tide, and against factual data and common
sense. We can date fossils fairly accurately now by a few methods;
scientists may not get the exact year, but they’ll be within a
million. For instance, man and dinosaurs did not roam the Earth
together. Man would be ill equipped to survive the plentiful
meat-eating dinosaurs that abounded; rocks, spears, and arrows - if
he had them - wouldn’t be enough to destroy a dinosaur, and some of
those dinosaurs could run pretty fast, much faster than man. I’ve
read books by intelligent people who nonetheless deny evolution.
They say that viruses and bacteria changing and adapting to their
environment is not evolution. Wrong! That is precisely evolution.
They say that breeding animals into different strains and colors
and characteristics is not evolution. Wrong again, this, too, is
evolution. We have done this in the lab with various animals and
plants - caused their offspring to change in response to some
stimulus. What these people have to realize is that these enormous
changes, from one-celled life forms to complex plants and animals
occurred over eons! Billions of years! And that millions of changes
took place. The changes that were not good - that is, did not cause
them to thrive and stay alive - became extinct, most likely by
getting eaten by the better adapted life forms. We are life, formed
from star dust, chemical combinations, cosmic collisions,
electrical stimuli, and chance - millions and millions of changes,
to get to where life is today. And we can be assured that if life
survives another billion years or so, it will be quite different
than it is today.

We can plainly see the results of
modern evolution, as people in different areas of the world have
adapted specifically to their environment. Dark-skinned people
adapt to the sunny climate they dwell in, while Northern peoples
have a lighter skin to soak up the lesser availability of sunlight
to make Vitamin D which is a necessary element in our systems.
Likewise, Eskimos have skin with more fat and more compact bodies
to keep in heat and better exist in their frigid, less sun-lit
habitats. Although somewhat complex, evolution is far from a
mysterious process, and is rather easy to witness; you just have to
look around at the various people and animals whose differential
adaptations make them fit and healthy in their environments. Man
cannot live underwater, fish can’t live in a desert or on a frozen
tundra. We can’t run as fast as a Cheetah, but they can’t talk and
build things. Deer are the color of forests and trees, Snow Wolves
and Foxes are white to blend in with their environment, Frogs green
to blend with their lily pads and swampy surroundings, while
Chameleons change skin color to blend in with everything, and so
on. We saw an interesting phenomenon with Gypsy moths a while back,
in which white moths which clung to dark trees were easily seen and
picked off by birds. Eventually only the darker moths remained, and
by the next season had created an entire race of dark moths which
blended in with the tree bark and were not easily seen or eaten by
the birds which are their natural predators. That’s evolution, and
how simply it works; scientists could easily effect this outcome
themselves if they tried, and actually have with different species in different
circumstances. Over longer periods of time, more complex
adaptations can and will occur, and have throughout history. We see
such evidence in fossil remains of various animals over the eons.
We witness this in our own people today, with those who are born
without an appendix, or are albinos, with four fingers, and so
forth - as well as with those that are born with some handicap or
malformation which causes them to be less adaptive to surroundings,
and without enormous help from its brethren would soon die
off.

It has taken a long time for current life forms to get to the
stage we see them at now. There are millions of generations of living things we can
see, trillions of generations
of simpler animals and plants that we don’t usually see. Certainly
there are theories that other advanced forms of life might have
visited our planet and left their seed, or somehow helped evolution
along in an advanced way, and that could be possible, even if
unlikely; still, they would
have had to come from somewhere, and by exactly the same
process. Why life is the way
it is has much to do with its operating within the framework of our
universal physical laws, which govern the millions of complex
chemical, matter, and energy reactions going on every
day.

In the ensuing millennia, after primal
animals evolved, human beings developed emotions, intuitions,
speech, and so forth, in addition to the other well-known five
senses, to better adapt to the world and its increasing number of
inhabitants; however, as we can all see, we are far from a perfect
organism. There are many “flaws” in the human system, some of which
science has corrected, and will continue on to further correct.
What we can see from scientific investigation and its many
inferences is this: from a couple of million years ago to perhaps
several thousand years ago, mankind operated much like
any wild animal, roaming, drifting,
eating raw food where he found or hunted it, engaging in sex
whenever it felt like it and whenever a person of the opposite sex
was close enough at the time. There is no doubt there was little of
what we come to know as romance
during this time; more likely that sexual encounters were
impromptu, tumultuous events, perhaps violent at times, which is
where our roots are. Within our civilization, the rights and
consideration of others led to more moderate interpersonal approaches; within this
pursuit, we achieved, for one thing, what we have come to know in
our civilization as love-making
- a great tradeoff!

As time progressed over these ages, clans,
or small groups and families developed naturally; man is a social
creature. Each group brought increased safety along with an economy
of work, plus increased food gathering and ability to locate
shelter. In this way the beginnings of socialization and government
formed, with all those attendant complexities and problems. A
million or so years later, voila, here we are.

Many of our difficulties as human
beings arise when we start to think of ourselves as
more than our heritage, i.e., more
than an evolved animal. Injecting God into this equation at any
point doesn’t change anything. We are not greater or more polished
because we shave and bathe or wear jewelry and fancy clothes, or
because we drive expensive cars, or
because God created the processes of life rather than Nature.
We’re still animals, as we always will be, with the same duties and
responsibilities that we have always had: to find a safe, civilized
way to be happy, raise a family, do some career work. We have no
more nobler purposes than these, no one is better than anyone else
at being a human being. We do not need to construct anything, or develop anything,
or go anywhere, or become anything more than those simple elements
- and it is tough enough to do those well.

The religious considerations which
many of us have were developed to help us try to explain the
universe, the “why” of our being here, to attempt to demonstrate
the commonality between us and provide some interpersonal dignity,
harmony, and respect. Religions also developed to give the leaders
power over others of their clan or tribe, but we’ll approach that
consideration later on. If it is important to your way of life that
man have an ultimate place to go after death, as most religions do,
then you should wisely incorporate that way of life into your
behavior patterns. Science is not at odds with religion; it merely
knows that it can’t prove
many religious principles.

Ancient man worshiped all kinds of weird
things in an attempt to explain his place in the universe: the
elements, large, scary animals, plants, a variety of made-up gods,
and eventually the One God, as most religions do today. The
primitive religions, prior to Judeo-Christian philosophies, were
superstitions, generally based on man’s fears and hopes. Modern day
religions still borrow much from those primeval concepts, including
many rites (such as the Christian Mass) based on archaic pagan
rituals, so one should not get too fanatical about the particular
practices of his or her church, regardless of one’s personal
sanctity. Modern religions have their own internal inconsistencies
and errors, and in that religion is a personal thing anyway,
extreme zeal when speaking to others not of your faith is
unhelpful, especially when their way is probably as good as your
way.

Our “devil,” along with his demons and
hellfire, is a creation of the ancient Zoroastrianism religion, for
instance, some 5-10 thousand years ago. Is it even logical such a
creature exists - brilliant, powerful, and yet so hateful and cruel
that all it wants to do is give us lowly, relatively powerless
creatures fits? Not really, but, again, each to his own faith.
Looking for the devil as an explanation for every failure or accident you have is as
counterproductive as it is preposterous. How could any one thing,
other than God, be everywhere causing everything evil which occurs
to everyone and everything? Not likely! Even if there is such a
thing, there has to be a limit to what it can do; only God could be
infinite. Be assured that if there were a Devil, there would have
to be a God, and God would not let a Devil usurp His power or
destroy creations. Why? Because that would take away our free will,
which is the cornerstone concept of all religions. Best you learn
that it is you who has most
of the control over what befalls you.

Ultimately, we are all responsible for our
own behavior, and mostly responsible, along with that fickle
friend, fate, for our successes or failures. Whether there’s a
Devil or not - or a God or not, for that matter - doesn’t change
the job you have to do a bit. The God which most of us believe in
wants for you what you should want for yourself - success, respect,
happiness, a good and valuable life. Blaming others, no matter who
they are, is unhelpful, just as it did not help the ancients who
blamed their predicaments on the frivolous character of their many
primitive “gods” and spirits.

It is plain that we are intrinsically
connected to our planet and the universe that spawned it, made of
the same stuff as the universe is, in varying amounts. Whether you
choose to believe that God masterminded all this - our universe and
the systems by which it operates - or you don’t, you are still
tightly connected to our natural universe. The things that you
desire, which shape your life, and which affect you in countless
ways, will all be from this Earth and universe. Your successes and
failures will be in this universe, and your responsibilities and
duties, your happiness and misery, all will be in and of this
universe. This is the kind of a thing we
are, a natural creature born of these cosmos, one way
or the other, and who will work, love, live, and die from whence we
came. The importance of this is that it grounds us in
who and what we are, and allows us to be at peace with
the creation which generated us. It also allows us to understand
that harmony, justice, and righteousness are things we have to
provide for ourselves, with the help of all, right here, right now,
within the framework of the universal natural laws which exist for
everyone.

 


* * * * * * * * *

 


One of the major factors of life is death.
Certainly not a fun subject, and so you will not want to expend
much time with it. When was the last time you decided to stroll
down a terminal ward just for insight into the human condition? If
you’re at all normal - never! And yet dying is one of the most
fundamental, common, and overridingly important features of our
existence. For six million years we can assume people have been
ignoring it, since here we are six million years later and we don’t
know much more about it than the original guy who stood upright and
said “Look Ma, no hands!” Or maybe it was “... no paws!”

As science probes the inner and outer
universes which comprise our existence, our minds become tweaked
with interest, and yet we’re usually frightened to probe any
further into a conversation on the subject of dying. Oh, sure, many
of us say it’s a negative thing to think about and we don’t want to
ruin our positive mental attitude. Or maybe that it’s something we
can’t do anything about so why bother considering it until it
happens. Or maybe that “It’s
death!” and so much
at odds
with the process of life that we should never mention
it.

But what was that thing again on the news
about medical science being able to extend life a few more years?
And how about that article in the newspaper about making our skin
look younger? And what are the vitamins and nutrients that scavenge
up those age-producing “free radical” chemicals running around our
bodies, so we can be healthier longer? And how about that company
working on the cancer cure! We have interest, and yet we’re so
afraid to question or discuss the subject, we’d sooner go to our
death-bed ignorant than try to understand our living and dying
process more deeply. Easier to play Poker, go for a swim, seize a
vacation to Disney World, view a “Star Wars” film, shop, eat
chocolate, take a drive or horseback ride, have a cup of coffee,
make love, or go to sleep.

The concept of death is one of those
false icons we bow down to and all but the most aggressive
researchers (whose courage generally
enables them to investigate anything) don’t do much with it at all.
We’ll fight disease like crazy, but if someone espouses that we
should do away with death altogether, it sounds downright
sacrilegious! Doesn’t it? Having
been involved in various scientific investigations relating to life
extension measures, I can tell you from my own experience that
research people tread on eggshells in presenting a picture to their
financiers. Money people are conservative types, and if you start
talking about living forever, they think you’re a quack and won’t
allocate a dime. Bizarre, but true. Additionally, there are a lot
of people who think we’re not meant to live forever - or even a
paltry few hundred years - small imaginations! Think of all the
mistakes we could avoid or never repeat if we lived a thousand
years or so, all the knowledge we could accumulate, the careers we
could have from which we could gain true wisdom.

There are many religious people and
clergy, however, who become upset and anxious with the notion that
some day we might do away with death, or even prolong life a few
thousand years or so. Some of those reasons are quite self-serving
for this group, and should be obvious (they’d be mostly put out of
business with the hereafter being a long way down the road). Since we are only a
collection of a finite number of chemicals (although the chemical
reactions in our bodies are enormous in number, trillions of them
each day), it is reasonable that the right number of appropriate
chemicals will be discovered, coupled to genetic improvements,
especially with the huge computer information management systems we
will have, to extend life many times our current span.
Unfortunately, those of us alive in the 21st century won’t live to
see it. It’s reasonable to project that all religions will fight
such research tooth and nail as against the laws of God and nature,
somehow - they’ll think of a reason, they always do. Religions are
businesses, after all, operating in their own self-interest,
looking to grow and expand their influence, and utilizing
traditions, not scientific advancement; such traditions do not
inspire futuristic technology. Religions of the future will have to
be more accepting of scientific evidence if they are to survive at
all; in any case, there are sure to be a lot fewer of them, and the
ones that do exist will have much less influence, size, and
wealth.

There is a Japanese proverb which says
that in the minute that a child is born, he begins to die. Why is
that important? The main reason is that by ignoring it (death) we tend to
hasten it - sometimes, even
cause it. By thinking we’ll live
forever, or at least acting like it, we ignore the many things we
can do to extend our youth longer - help those research people out
some. We smoke and then lie to ourselves that it isn’t really
hurting us (or anybody else), or that we’ll stop later when we feel
like it, and certainly long
before it does us any real
harm. Sure. Death isn’t real, and we’re not really dying, as
long as we feel good for the moment. That’s where the lie begins.
The trouble is eventually that lie catches up to you, sooner than
later, and then you are in deep stuff - stressed out and close to
crazy, plus not all that healthy.

Anyone who has ever worked in a
hospital will find a great number of patients with
self-recriminations, sorry for varieties of abuses, mistakes, or
foolish accidents. An ancient Chinese proverb prescribes that one
lead each day as if it were the last day on Earth. Would you do
anything differently if that were the case? If so, then you ought
to sit down with some friends, a sympathetic, caring spouse, a
brother or sister, someone real
close, and have a discussion about directions to go, because
right now you most of us are assisting the dying process.

The problem with living is that it
takes so much time actually to do
it, you really don’t have much time to hang around and think
about how to do it. Shouldn’t
there be people that do that
for us? There are, but they’re all so rotten at it, that you should
ascertain these things for yourself. Should you be spending more
time deciding on your methods and directions than you do? I suppose
if you’re doing it right, maybe not. Maybe. But since we all have many areas for improvement, probably
so.

The thing one sees regularly that’s
most destructive is individuals lying to themselves on a regular
basis. We’ll harken back to the guy smoking two packs of cigarettes
a day and thinking he’ll never suffer for it. Or the alcohol or
drug abuser hurting himself and his family while believing things
are basically okay. The evidence is overwhelming to the contrary,
he probably knows it, and yet provides himself (or herself) with
ample excuses for not stopping, or even cutting down. “The bad
stuff won’t happen to me, it can’t happen to me, it happens to
other people.” Right - the thing is, to everybody else,
you’re other people.

Look at yourself this way: as of the
time of this writing, to three hundred million people in this
country alone you are “other
people,” you are not “other
people” to only one. Believe the shadows of death can and will
eventually overtake you, in fact haunt you every day, and then you
can take every measure you’re able to find to stay safe and
healthy. In that vein, you should do whatever is necessary in order
to get that clear appraisal of yourself: talk to a priest, a
shrink, a teacher, a doctor, a good and caring friend. Do
something - positive.

If death is final, no place to go, no
heaven, no hell, just dust - would you do things differently? If
so, perhaps you should change your personal philosophy. Remember,
those of you who are religious, no one can know what’s in the mind
of the Creator. No one! No one! No one! Get it? No matter how holy! N O O N E!
He’s God - we’re
different! But if it is at all a
possibility that this life is the only miracle He has in store for us - and
no one can
be certain that this
is not what is in His mind -
then we ought to live life a little differently, thinking it’s a
very, very precious (and brief) commodity.

Life is a gift, a wonderful and
miraculous one. Somehow a hundred pounds or so of chemicals can get
up, move, think, feel, and love. That’s the best motivation for
good behavior I can imagine. None of us has a vision of afterlife
which has better incentives than that. Because no one knows. They
guess. Saints guess. Priests guess. Even Christ, through the Bible,
was evasive, and spoke in parables and analogies. Just what is it
that anyone thinks we’re going to do there that’s so much better than the best of
what we can do here -
now? Have you even
heard of a vision of afterlife that
you’d be in a big hurry to get to? If you did, you wouldn’t be
reading this, huh.

You live a good life because it’s
logical, because you can have some happiness in it; giving to and
doing good for others is pleasurable in itself, in addition to
creating harmony. Get greedy
and think you’re going to have another life even better than
this one, that this life therefore doesn’t count for much, and you’re headed for disaster
and misery. There are innumerable nameless terrorists fighting and
killing in the name of some god
and promised land they don’t know any more about than they do
Astrophysics and String Theory. Spare me! They are
surely on paths of destruction; the
tragedy is that they will take some unwilling souls with them. You
should live each day as if it were supremely important,
because it is. Learn, improve, help, educate, be happy. Let
God take care of the afterlife. You can’t live tomorrow, you can’t
live yesterday; but you sure as heck can live now, and do it the
best you can. That is the best formula there is for getting to your
promised afterlife, and the one which will keep you sane, balanced,
and happy while you’re here.

 


* * * * * * * * * *

 


Another fascinating concept being
tossed around about life, originally created by the advertising
media to sell products is: “We’re getting
better as we’re getting older.” Well, Hot Dog! What a
great idea! Live 80 years and you’re better than you were as a
teenager! What a treasure!

Actually, it’s another of those things
that does not allow us to look at the reality of death and its
encroaching destructiveness (i.e., Denial). It’s a
terrific idea. The trouble with it
is it’s just not happening!
Not yet, anyway.

What is going on every day is that we
are getting older. Are we actually
getting better? Unfortunately, no - more “snow”: ad men on speed.
We’re just aging; but we don’t see the effects of it until our
thirties or forties. And some more than others. Facts of life. Our
cells are not reproducing exactly
as they were earlier in life; they’re in a slow process of
decline, ultimately ending in death. So, on the brighter side,
we’re not getting very much older (or worse) each day. Still, all of us
are moving toward our final demise daily, you can’t get away from
it. Do we have to con ourselves into believing we’re
getting better in order to
appreciate what we have? How many forty-year-olds do you see in the
Olympics! Right: none.

Surely those advertising their wares
have a vested interest in selling us varieties of “youth” formulae.
Who of us over the age of thirty wants to compete with a sixteen to
eighteen year old on almost any level? Have you checked the average age of those modern Olympic
Gymnasts, the best athletes in the world? It’s about fifteen. Let’s
be real. Or how about the Tennis Pro’s, like Steffie Graff, and
Chris Evert, and Boris Becker, all of whom won major tournaments
while still teenagers. Should forty-five year old men, even if in
reasonably good shape, really want to try to out run, out love, and
out look an eighteen year old male? Can’t be done. Sure, you have
more experience - maybe a
good thing - but you’re not physically better. That is a fallacy
which advertising and a few other groups have laid upon us so that
we won’t feel too terribly bad or depressed about being older, so
we won’t refuse to buy whatever they’re pushing.

More realistically, those of us over forty
have the money, and of course the motivation, to buy things: books,
mortgages, clothes, yachts, luxury cars, vacation condos, youth
drugs, vitamins, creams, workout equipment. Look at the
extraordinary success of the drug Viagra and the like, created only
as an anti-impotence drug, but which was purchased by would-be
Lotharios from one coast to the other looking for better, zippier
sex. And it’s legal and cheaper than all the Black Market stuff
you’re not supposed to have.

It’s not only material things that are
being pushed on the “better-than-ever” older set. Churches know you
have that same money and motivation, and they’re telling you what
good you can do with it, and you’re ever-improving self, if you
continue to contribute to them. Of course they need you to get
older and die, so you’ll worry some about the afterlife they’re
pushing on you, which keeps them in business. The same thing is
true for many clubs, charities, and organizations. It seems the
best way to get anything out of someone who is getting older, and
that is unofficially estimated to be over
forty today, is to tell them they’re
getting better. No money in telling
someone you’re one day closer to death than you were yesterday!
Unless someone invents an anti-death pill.

There is even a sexist slant to this
older is better tale. Women are even better than men! Sure, Linda
Evans, Sophia Loren, Raquel Welsh, Heather Locklear, Tina Turner,
Joan Collins, Susan Sarandon and a few more, are terrific looking
women - for their age - but then they started out
fabulous looking when they were
younger. Close up, are they actually better than those young women
in the Miss America Pageant? Sorry, they’re not. They don’t compare
with your average looking
eighteen to twenty-one year old female. Women don’t get better as
they get older either. The facts be known, the aging process is a
rather masculinizing process in the first place (harder, stiffer,
ruddier skin & complexions; wrinkles; balding, thinning and
graying hair), and it’s not flattering to women at all; in fact, it
is objectively far less flattering to them than men for those very
reasons. There is certainly a booming business in selling them hair
coloring, makeup, and clothing - not to mention plastic surgery -
that provides a more youthful face and figure.

No one gets better as they get older.
No one.
Period! As a concept, it’s medical gobbledegook, scientific
nonsense. You get older. As
stated before, cells are dying off, and a host of other things are
happening that are un-youthful
and unhealthy. But
since we do not age much each
day, it’s really nothing to be stressed about. If you take care of
yourself over the years, you can look attractive and feel strong
for a long time, into your seventies and more, depending on the
individual and his or her level of commitment. And don’t kid
yourselves with the wine and cheese analogy. Wine and cheese age to
perfection only to a point
(like people), and then they sour, mold, and taste much
worse. In this life, in this universe, everything ages, oxidizes and wears out.
Everything - even the very atoms of
your being, as mentioned earlier - ages, dies, or disintegrates.
Fifty something is not ever going to be as good as twenty
something. Never! That’s life. Don’t let it bother you; lying to
yourself doesn’t help.

You can, however, counterbalance that with other
things, other considerations, other people (such as a loving spouse
and family, good friends, expertise in your work, respect for
accomplishments, financial remuneration, good home).
However, physically, all
things being equal, you were better when you were younger:
healthier, stronger, swifter, softer, more motivated, better
looking, brighter eyed, better memoried, clearer thinking and
seeing - hundreds of other things. And yet there are both men and
women - well-educated men and women - advocating with vigor and,
yes, even venom, that they
are getting better as they
get older. Such is the nature of their drive to be so - but, “that
don’t make it so.”

Am I browbeating you with this to be
negative? Absolutely not! Just the reverse. By living the lie, you will tend not to treat the illness:
aging! We all
have it. Is it not better that science be driven to find ways
to make us
actually younger than to fashion
cosmetics to help us merely look
younger? Of course! We can always use the cosmetics, but if
we have a few billion to spend, isn’t it better to spend it on
living to a thousand than on making a better pancake makeup,
lipstick, or skin cream? People become obsessed with looking
younger, to the point it actually does make them a little neurotic. It’s a wrong
focus, and you should be doing everything in your power - writing
your congressmen, your research foundations, articles for
newspapers - to see that the aging
disease is addressed to find a cure.
Stem cell research looks promising in this area, but, that’s a
whole other political and religious can of worms.

You should make every effort every day
to do things for yourself that will keep you healthier longer -
eating nutritious foods, going easy on sweets and alcoholic
beverages, taking good
vitamins (usually found at the health food stores, but there
are some good ones in the drugs stores, if you read the
ingredients), doing regular exercise (at least an hour a
week, preferably two, broken up into 3 or 4 days), getting enough
rest, keeping your mind clear and stress free, finding things to
laugh at each day, having regular sex as often as possible, getting
yearly physical checkups. We all want to be younger - or at least
not any older - so let’s concentrate on finding a way to get there.
That will keep you more than sane, it’ll keep you alive and
healthy.

 


One of the realities of our physical
existence is that our peak health and brain cell count occurs at
about two years old. That’s two
years old!
After that our immune system starts to decline, brain cells
start to die off, skin and cells start to oxidize and harden (the
“tanning” effect, known biochemically as chemical “cross-linking”),
bones become more brittle, facial features begin to sag and distort
because our skin actually starts to overgrow our bone structure
(After about thirty, the human body is pretty stupid about what it
does to itself: one of our many flaws, and part of our genetics, which appears
to despise any age over twenty-five).

The so-called “aging features” we
usually see in people over thirty- and forty-something are caused
by skin growing in too great a volume for the face, for one thing -
that is, too great a volume to retain the same taut features it had
at eighteen years of life - in addition to poorer muscle tone
(which we can aid with proper exercise), and additional fatty
deposits where we don’t like seeing them. Gravity begins to pull
everything downward right after our twenties. Surgery, which
removes the excess skin and fat tissue, tightens muscles, making
facial features more youthful by allowing remaining tissue to be
more taut, as it was when we were younger; however, it
can distort you ever so much, so
that you look a little strange, particularly if your surgeon is not
the best (this is not a place to scrimp).

When you combine these factors with
being out of shape, the aging problem is compounded, and we
get lots worse, which is to
say, we show all those effects of our age much faster. Our
so-called “perfect body,” often hailed as such, is too stupid to
know when to do something as simple as make the skin stop growing.
Your nose gets longer, too. Check out your baby pictures against
those in your thirties or forties. The nose shows. But, lest this
sounds too depressing, the point of it all is that you
shouldn’t fool yourself;
there are measures which can be taken at every stage, and we should
be taking them all.

Be sure you campaign for health and
anti-aging procedures and research with all your State & Local
Representatives. When the AMA has tried to stop us from freely
purchasing vitamins, as it has been doing on a regular basis for
years (less so now as the benefits of vitamins have become more
obvious from many research studies), they take away a mechanism for
us to be younger. Face it, the American Medical Association does
not have it’s best interest in having us be healthy forever -
wellness care, we’re terrible at it. Physicians thrive on those expensive procedures and
operations. Not much money in slipping you a few pills. If we never
got sick, we’d never need doctors. When funds are taken away from
geriatric research, we are losing investigation on alleviating
aging problems. Therefore, if you have an opportunity to put your
two cents worth in, vote for youth related or life extension
programs. Stop buying the advertising lies that tell you you’re
“getting better with age” and think
for yourself
- but think! Don’t
take my word for it, look
around, read, investigate, take accurate stock of yourself across
the years - the truth is there, everywhere. Do some simple research
in the Library or on the Internet; you’ll learn a lot. Let’s step
up our campaign for Aging
Research and see if we can put an
end to it - or at least prolong life a lot longer. We can only be better for
it.

 


* * * * * * * * * *

 


One of the other wondrous pieces of
information I’ve heard promulgated by the older group, and
particularly women’s magazines, is that women are at their sexual
peak at around thirty to thirty-five, and men are at their sexual
peak at about eighteen. Well, gee whiz, what was God (or nature)
thinking! And then again, how could you possibly
get such information? We have to use
our heads! I know, there were studies done by Kinsey, and Masters
& Johnson which had a lot of interesting things to say about
people’s sexual tendencies and preferences. The “sexual peak” most
often spoken about was one having a great deal to do with
psychological interest,
rather than any particular physical capacity; although the two are very closely
related. If you’re highly interested and motivated, your capacity
tends to increase; the reverse is also true. What is being proposed
in this tidbit of information we are fed about “sexual peak” is
that it is a better experience for a virile male to have sex with a
thirty-five year old woman than an eighteen year old one, and the
best sexual match is an eighteen year old male with a thirty-five
year old woman! It’s ridiculous! We hear how
great experience is, too -
better than a hard and supple young body. It’s baloney!

Individual differences and love aside,
anyone who has done just that - made the actual comparison between
young and old - will find a rave
review for teenagers, rather than the other way
around; male predilections certainly indicate precisely
that in every piece of history and
literature available in the world for all time. Check out the
magazines and movies - not to mention the porn on the internet -
which sensationalize young women (usually around 18, the youngest
they can legally portray them) as opposed to those with older
women. Sex is a function of the mind, and if male interest is in
younger women, and it is indisputably so, then that is where
sexuality will be at its peak. It is also true older women find
younger, harder men (in every way) pretty hot stuff.

A woman learns in her life how to be
better at sexual behavior, since it is a more complex physical and
emotional thing for her than it is for a man - experience
can be an important player for them.
Not necessarily time,
but experience. Back in
the Kinsey report days which focused on the ‘40's and ‘50's, the
average woman didn’t get as much experience in the western world as in the ‘70's,
‘80's, and ‘90's and beyond. Also, the social mores of the time
didn’t lend themselves to approving of young women
improving themselves at sexual behavior, and in
fact, a woman’s innocence has
traditionally - for eons -
been a prized thing. (Note the Islamics’ 72 virgins thing! Sure,
they’re crazy, but they still want the good stuff!) Thus, Kinsey
reports have to do with customs, periodic morality, psychological
sets, and experience, not with each individual’s
personal biological capacity for
sexual behavior.

Men and women would appear to be
reasonably equal on most counts when their lifestyles are similar.
In our society, men and women don’t often have similar lifestyles, and mortality figures
indicate those differences with men’s more haphazard living
practices. However, as women from the last quarter of the twentieth
century on began to emulate the previously “male lifestyles” of
hard work, high pressure, long-hour occupations, smoking, poor
eating habits, little exercise, their mortality has gone up
accordingly, and physiological parity between the genders is more a
reality. Heart disease is now the number one killer of
women.

What the various current scientific data
show is that men and women in comparable good health with
comparable lifestyles behave similarly - physically and sexually -
with distinctions being due to personal differences.

You don’t need another lie to make you
feel better about yourself, and in therapy sessions, which women
frequent more than men, it can be found that these falsehoods have
caused countless difficulties in females’ lives. What you do need
is regular medical checkups, twenty minutes of exercises every day,
good nutrition, a good night’s sleep each night, a reduction of
stress, regular doses of leisure activity, including sex, an
occasional trip to a chiropractor to keep everything in adjustment,
and people around you who love you to death. You should be getting
the things into your life that are important, and stop believing
the falsehoods and misconceptions that are thrown at you. No
thirty-five to forty year old, no matter how dynamic, is going to have the physical
drive, intensity, and stamina of a healthy, younger person who has
the same lifestyle. That’s a physical impossibility, which should have made you
seriously wonder at the “getting older is getting better” concept.
The best we can do is try to maintain a
peak and hold it for as long as possible, letting the
effects of aging decrease minimally over the years.
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