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Bill Stapp,
whose spirit lives on in so many of us
who were graced by his
compassionate, visionary ways.
Writing a book about God is a daunting process. I could not have done this without the help, in a myriad of ways, from many, many people.
First, the foundation of this book are all those who invited me into their homes and their spiritual lives so that I could interview them. You answered my questions with a courage and openness that amazed me. You are the book and the work that follows it. Thank you barely suffices in expressing my gratitude to you.
I would also like to express my deep appreciation to everyone who read all or parts of book drafts and gave me guidance on how to improve it. If I have forgotten your name, please forgive me. This book had so many incarnations that some of you may have slipped through the cracks. Know that I am deeply grateful regardless. Thank you to Barbara Thompson, John Alexander, Buff Conklin, Ed Scheminger, Jim Farnham, Jason Cohen, Randy Whitlock, Marwin Smith, Randy Shay, Tina Borden, Marcia Wiley, Ruthie Cromwell, Franklyn Rodgers and Sarah Lord for all of your wonderful, creative thoughts. In addition, my community's writing club was a gift of timely constructive criticism that set the book solidly on its final course.
And then there are the transcribers who helped me keep my sanity by doing some of the nitty-est, gritty-est work in the whole process, in particular Jenny Goldberg, Mark Montgomery and Elaine Lewis. You all are excellent.
There are a few people who took on significant roles as the book reached its final stages of completion. Sarabelle Walker not only read various parts of the book several times but was available for grammatical direction over the phone at all hours of the day and night. Jim Cole of the Writer's Doubt Club, now the Writer's Published Club, was great support (and remember, Jim, I pay for dinners after the book is published!). Mark Luce was invaluable for his creative inspiration and photographic spontaneity.
Christopher Noël is a very gentle, compassionate editor who pushed me to "go deeper" and did so in a way that made me appreciate his editorial skills even more. I mean, you're not supposed to like your editor. But Chris, you have mastered a way to encourage the writer's light to shine even brighter. I bow to your skills. Juliette Hayes came along to help me cross every t and dot every i. And then went on to share her beautiful spiritual revelations. Philip and Tracy Iglehart, I hope your garden glows as much as I know my websites will. Thanks for being willing to exchange.
John Walker stepped in to keep the ship afloat and on course as the book designer. I sincerely hope you have caught up on your sleep since, John. Your design work is fabulous.
Kwame Alexander is a poet, writer, playwright and he also happens to be this book's "Book Guardian." As a consultant, Kwame, you held my hand through thick and thin so that others can now hold this book in their hands. Let's keep the adventure rolling.
For all of her unconditional support and almost daily phone calls in the final months of writing that kept me buoyed in the despair of my "dark" writing cave, Sandi Athey's love and support was incredible.
Tom Speers, I am honored to call you family and neighbor. You directed me to find the Bible on the web, and a deeper understanding of your path and heart in our conversations. If every church/mosque/synagogue/temple was led by such a person as compassionate and humble as you, surely our world would be closer to God.
Also a deep thank you to my parents for bringing me into this Earthwalk, so that I could be such a student of spirit.
To my housemates, Max and Suzanne, two of the finest feline friends/entertainers a writer could have, you're the best.
And D. You know who you are. "Thank you" barely touches how you have helped me.
And ultimately, to the Creator/God and all your manifestations…Wow. This life is an adventure I have come to learn to celebrate. My humble gratitude is a drop in the sea of love and joy You are.
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I have wanted to talk to God for as long as I can remember. As a young child in the Catholic Church, I was taught that prayer was the same as talking to God. But when I prayed, I wanted to hear God's responses back to me. I wanted Him to answer my questions. But I never got a response back. As I got older and drifted away from the Catholic Church, I was not sure who God was at all. Was the Creator a He, She or It? My need for answers grew even greater.
This book has surfaced as a part of my seeking. The idea came to me during a very difficult time in my mid-thirties. I was not sure where I was going or what I was doing, or even who I was. My confusion about God was just as great. I longed for answers and clarity. It struck me that if I was confused about God, perhaps I could glean some wisdom from other people's thoughts on this great mystery.
I had left a demanding job running an environmental non-profit in 1994 and intentionally did not take a full-time job immediately so I could slow down. I had been on and off antidepressants for several years and felt like one of the walking wounded. My priority was to try to heal the pervasive inner pain that had haunted me for years. I thought that the more I slowed down, the better I could focus on making my inner world whole.
I moved back to Baltimore, my hometown, and stored most of my belongings to minimize expenses. I was starting life over again. A local plant nursery offered me part-time work and in time I found some gardening clients who hired me to take care of their flower beds. But more than anything, I created the time and space to walk and think and feel.
Shortly after returning to Baltimore, I moved in with a 78-year-old widow in the countryside north of Baltimore. Judith's husband had died the year before and I was her first boarder. She led a quiet life and was a devout Episcopalian. For hours Judith and I would talk about God, prayer, meditation, and spiritual ways to live. Every week she invited me to attend church with her but I resisted. There was something about the confinement of a church that I was not comfortable with. Instead I would walk the rolling fields and forests around her country home and try to find God/peace there. One morning just before she left for church, I joked with her about being able to call God on the phone. "Wouldn't it be a fascinating question to ask other people?" I asked her. That was in the summer of 1995.
Spirituality Shopping
By the time I met Judith, I had been a serious spirituality shopper for a number of years. Brought up as one of seven children in a rather unhappy Catholic family, I received an intense indoctrination in Catholicism in my early years. Although we did not attend Catholic school, we woke up very early for Mass on all holy days and church on Sunday was obligatory.
When I was a young child, our family had an evening ritual of prayer before bed. Kneeling in front of the couch in a little line, my older brothers and I would pray for the conversion of Russia and other assorted Catholic petitions – many of which made no sense to my three or four year old sense of the world. I have early recollections of rebelling against the prayer session (it hurt to kneel on the carpet) and being strictly punished for it.
I did take my prayers seriously though. My parents dropped the kneeling routine once more children were born but I used to pray at night in my bed on a regular basis anyway. I pleaded with God to become a saint. According to what we had learned in Sunday School, being a saint was the ultimate goal so I prayed intensely that I might become one. My image of God was that He did hear us but He was very busy. He actually had the entire Universe in an aquarium on a sunny window sill in His den. There was far more to His house than the den but that is where we, along with all the other galaxies and solar systems and planets, were kept. Needless to say, my concept of God has changed since I was a small girl.
I do remember enjoying the folk masses at our Catholic parish in the 70’s. But those were the only times I felt any joy in church. Beyond that, the services were very serious and boring. The pews were never comfortable to sit on and the rituals seemed empty. When I left home for college, I sampled the small Catholic Church there and decided that I had more meaningful things to do which did not include any church. I opted to sleep in or go for long walks in the rolling land beyond the college campus.
After college when I was in my mid-twenties, I broke up with a serious boyfriend who opened me up emotionally as no man had done before. Jim gave me such nurturing and supportive love, it filled a large void in me hungry for such positive attention. His constant kind words and affirmation of me lifted me out of the melancholiness that I lapsed into so easily. It was the first time in my life that I felt a glimpse of what “love” really could be. The relationship lasted only ten months as we got to know each other and realized that our paths were taking us in very different directions. When it ended I collapsed into a deep spiritual crisis. Our breakup exposed a gaping spiritual hole inside me – a pit that had always been there but never really been touched before.
That familiar pit dated back to my young childhood. I was always one of the weird kids. There were the popular, cute girls at the center of all social activities, and then there were the few of us ousted to the periphery. Either our clothes were odd or we just didn't have the social skills to make it in the social circles. I fitted into the latter group. I did not invite classmates home very often and was alone much of the time.
It was all I could do to get my parents' singular attention. So I was sick a great deal; this included being diagnosed with pneumonia three times by age thirteen. More than anything I relished getting all the attention at home with my mother. The house was peaceful, I could read to my heart's content and she would dote on me with ginger ale and crackers.
But I grew up feeling as though there were some fatal flaw in me. Why wasn't I as popular or my grades as good as some of the other girls? I knew I wasn't stupid. But I never felt like I was meant for school. As childhood shifted into adolescence, the experience of being odd only heightened. Sadness and insecurities were ongoing emotions in my high school years. The dominant voice in my head that echoed incessantly was: "I am not good enough." If it weren't a mean classmate who told me that indirectly, it was one of my four brothers who teased me mercilessly about the kinds of things that older brothers love to torture sisters about: my looks, my weight or any other sensitive topic. The exact words are not important. What is important was that my self-esteem was quite tattered by the time I left home for college. I had no concept of what it felt like to be confident or love myself. I only knew the inner voices that held me prisoner to a negative self-image.
Years later I picked up an article about depression in children and read about the behaviors that such children exhibit. As I scanned down the list, I was stunned. I recognized myself in the article all too clearly. I did not like to be touched or held. I kept to myself as much as possible. I had few friends and hated getting out of bed for school. There was little joy in me. My parents could never have seen it since they were so wrapped up in their own struggles, so I numbly lived out deep inner sadness and confusion outside of their realm of awareness. I was never at the point of being suicidal but I did walk around in a gray murky despair much of the time.
College was a mixed experience where I was grateful to be out of high school, but my emotions gyrated from semester to semester. During my freshman year, a guy I was very attracted to callously ended a brief fling, and I was so devastated that I ended up in the hospital with pneumonia – again. I remember focusing all of my energy into my classes for the rest of the semester and ignoring any other romantic possibilities. The rest of my college career was checkered with deeply introverted academic time, some good moments with close friends and few forays into romantic liaisons. Near the end of my senior year, one of my friends confided in me that she loved me as a friend, but she never understood me. This only further cemented my sense that I was a flawed being.
Most of my life I felt as though I were spinning out of control. I have since come to realize that I am one of those people born sensitive – born to reverberate with any and all emotional chords echoing around me. The more strident the emotion, the more my body quivers. If someone is arguing near me, my whole body takes it in like a dry sponge absorbs turbulent water. I literally shake with the depth of emotion and it becomes absorbed into my system, sometimes taking years to dissipate.
So when Jim and I broke up when I was twenty-five, and his love for me disappeared, I was devastated. I realized that I had not been able to truly love him, for I had such emptiness and fear inside. The pain that surfaced from our pulling away from each other rose like a huge bubble to choke me. It was excruciating. When he was gone, I could barely get out of bed in the morning to live my day. I lapsed into a far deeper spiritual emptiness that I had never experienced before.
Hungry for answers, wisdom, love and any semblance of inner peace, I became an intense seeker. The first thing I sought out was a career counselor since I was so confused about my life work then. After several sessions discussing my interests, he recommended that I consider seeing him as a regular therapy client because of the emotional issues that I was grappling with. He told me one day: "You are the type of person who needs a lot of love." This only further validated to me that I was intrinsically flawed. Was I born with a gap in the love quotient that most people don't have? And after a few more sessions, he recommended that I consider antidepressants. I refused.
I knew that part of my inner pain was a spiritual void. Around that same time I had started taking yoga classes and learned of a very large center in New England called Kripalu that offered programs in self-growth and yoga. After another brief relationship crashed a year after Jim and I broke up, I escaped in desperation to this center for a weekend program. The insecurity and anxiety in my life was becoming unbearable.
Kripalu was an ashram and holistic center led by a guru. It offered dozens of programs for guests based on the guru's teachings. As soon as I walked in and saw the warmth on the staff's faces, I felt a grace that touched my core. From when I was twenty-five to thirty-six, Kripalu became the filling station for my spirit, much to the chagrin of my very Catholic father. Through the teachings of the guru, I started to learn ways to forgive and love myself and experience what a spiritual community is about.
Professionally, I continued to pursue my environmental work – as a workaholic. I enrolled in graduate school at the University of Michigan, completed a master's in natural science and immediately was hired by my professor to coordinate an international project. The hours were exhausting, and the ongoing stress of funding and administrative challenges sapped me. I would put all my energy into work and had little left for any relationship exploration. I dated a few men but felt safer being alone at the end of the evening. Wrung out and exhausted spiritually, I would return to the yoga center once or twice a year to fill up and then head back out to "prove myself." I even went to India to experience yoga on a deeper level and became a disciple of the guru there.
What I learned at Kripalu did bring me temporary glimpses of peace. But my emptiness still gnawed away inside. Whatever I learned at the center was not strong enough to stave off my inner emotional pain. The yoga retreats were mere Band-Aids on a gaping psychic gash. I also continued psychotherapy but it, too, barely soothed the agony. Eventually I surrendered to antidepressants just to be able to continue working.
About the same time that I quit my job to slow down in 1994, the guru admitted to sexual scandals and was forced to leave the center. I was already feeling rather lost having just left my job and the security it provided me, and this only made me feel worse. It felt like my spiritual refuge had just vaporized. I didn't know where to turn for a sense of spiritual security, but I was still determined to find that peace. I continued to slow down and search.
So I went spirituality shopping again. Moving back to Baltimore, I tried to meditate with a Zen group, but their strict approach did not suit me. I even tried another Hindu group, but the guru overtones of their spiritual leader felt too familiar to Kripalu and hence repelled me. The Unitarian Church appealed to me along with the Quakers, but they still did not feel right. The Unitarian Church did not have enough spiritual substance to their sermons and I sought more teaching than the Quakers offered, much as I respected the inner wisdom they promoted. Both churches were committed to social activism, which I thought was wonderful. However, something I could not quite identify still felt lacking to me.
I even thought about trying the Catholic Church again. I went back to my childhood church alone on Christmas Eve to join in the Christmas carols and experience the Mass again. However, ten minutes into the service, I realized that the only people who were supposed to sing were the choir and several operatic cantors. When the priest started talking about begging God for His mercy, I had had enough. I had learned enough by that time to know that I already had God's mercy and love. I did not need to beg for it and feel lacking in it as the Catholic Church wanted me to believe. This was one message that Kripalu had instilled in me.
I kept searching. I knew there were answers out there and healing that I just had not found yet. Determined to find that peace, I continued to seek out psychotherapy, spiritual teachers and healers. Everyone I spoke with pushed and prodded me to go deeper and be open.
The Process
Once I realized that calling God up might not be just a joke but a serious proposition, I bought a tape recorder. At first I asked anyone I met. Judith's friends who came over to visit were a captive audience.
Gradually I became more comfortable asking anyone: the man in the workshop, the daughter of the caretaker, the guy at the sweatlodge and on and on. I wanted to find people from as many walks of life and religious beliefs as I could. In time, I actively sought people from outside my circle of connections and venues to broaden the scope. Friends or contacts helped by introducing me to people they knew. The most challenging interview to set up was with a man on Death Row. It was only because of a newspaper article on men with the death penalty locally that I found the name of a prisoner to contact.
I would always have an initial conversation with those who were referred to me. Some I interviewed. Others I didn't. Generally I would ask the person if they were interested only after we had spoken a bit and they appeared to be open to sharing. My decisions were based on a purely instinctual feeling as to whether they might be a good interview prospect. Even then I never knew what they would say.
I would try to interview people at their homes to get a better sense of them. At times this was not possible and then we conducted it where I lived. Regardless of location, I would encourage them to talk about their lives to provide some background.
There were several people I very much wanted to talk with, but they refused for reasons I'll never truly know. One was a forty-one-year-old woman dying of cancer and, perhaps, my question was too intrusive as she grappled with her own innumerable questions about death and God's role in it.
In some ways, my interviews were akin to being a voyeur with permission. At first I felt like a lonely, lost person walking outside in the cold seeking a glimpse of the inside of someone else's warm spiritual sanctuary. My glimpse was the interview. I could never be in their inner sanctum but I could learn something from them to create my own sanctuary perhaps. As the book evolved, so I evolved. My need to be a voyeur grew less as I found insights from both the interviews and other experiences to help me find the pieces to create my own sanctum.
Toward the end of the seven years of interviewing, I was more curious than spiritually needy. My sense of God and spirit was more clear because of what I had learned from various teachers I had found during this period. But I still conducted more interviewees to expore a broader representation of the beliefs in our American culture. People lead such different lives and have such fascinating perspectives, I just wanted to hear their thoughts.
The Interview
I would tell each interviewee in advance that the interview started with the question: “If I gave you God's phone number, what would you do with it?” And then the interview led from there. This always made them pause. Usually they would launch into an immediate response to the question. I would have to cut them off so they would not have to repeat themselves later when we did the formal interview on tape.
I had to assure some that, for the sake of the interview, they could assume that such a number exists and that, yes, God would answer. If they said they would use the number and they had certain questions for God, I would turn their questions around and ask them how they think God might respond.
I marveled at how, in the course of the conversation, people would ultimately tell me who their God is – if they had one. Yet, I know that if I had directly asked these individuals to tell me about their God at the beginning of the interview, most of them would have been quite reluctant to share. We rarely talk about that very personal part of our spiritual lives. But given the proposition of a phone number, most people gradually felt safe expressing their beliefs to me.
I loved doing the interviews. There were always surprises. Within some an interesting phenomenon took place. When I spoke with those who had embraced a deep spiritual path, our simple act of conversing was transformed into something far more powerful. It felt as if we were being wrapped in a spiritual cocoon of warmth and love. This happened several times. There are times that I have experienced this feeling, either sitting alone in front of my altar at home or after a blissful day of hiking in deep wilderness or during a very heartfelt conversation with a good friend. But in the process of some of the interviews, I felt it much stronger. I would walk out of those sessions feeling as if I had been transported closer to the spiritual realms.
Those interviews that felt so God-loving brought to mind the Biblical quote: "For when two or three are gathered in my name, there I am in the midst of them." [Matthew 18:20] Listening to those interview tapes and writing them up would transport me again. I know that was one of the reasons that I did the book – to access those glimpses of spirit and connection.
When I first started the interview process, I told each person that I would not use their names to encourage them to feel uninhibited about sharing any controversial beliefs. As I collected more interviews though, some people asked that their name be used so I honored them.
I cannot say whether the interviews had any lasting influence on the people I talked with. I know that some had a revelation while we were talking. My questions would sometimes prompt them to find some clarity as they considered their beliefs more deeply. One woman told me afterwards that she was very moved by the discussion and felt closer to God after it. Another person who was an atheist sent me articles that further supported his beliefs after we conducted the interview. Perhaps many of the interviewees went deeper into their belief systems regardless of what they were. But I cannot say.
Each interview offered a snapshot of that person's beliefs in that moment. I imagine if I was to talk with these individuals again, their thoughts would be different since people do change.
Often people would ask me what I would do with God's number, if I had it. I would always tell them that it depended on the day and what issues I was grappling with. I knew that my real goal was to discover the number itself so I could have ongoing conversations. I did not think I would actually find it but only get closer and closer to the potential of it. In truth, my searchings led me to amazing people who offered me powerful insights into how to develop a strong connection with God – into learning the number.
This book is a mosaic of spirituality and religion. It offers glimpses of how people with diverse religious/spiritual backgrounds contemplate talking with God and their perceptions of this great mystery, sometimes unique unto themselves. This book is also a window into my spiritual journey. It has been part of my healing process.
With the deepest humility, I give this book now to you.
Mare Cromwell
Baltimore
December 2001
Note:
I collected close to fifty interviews over the process of seven years. Those interviews that made the cut were transcribed. Then I edited them to remove the repetitious or not so relevant parts. All grammatical inconsistencies were corrected. Great effort was made to maintain the integrity of each person’s voice however.
Kate Harvey (not her real name)
Age: 8

Do not deceive yourselves
by just listening to God's word;
instead, put it into practice.
– James 1:22

Shortly after I bought my tape recorder, I made a road trip up to New England for an environmental conference. En route I spent two days with some good friends from college who lived in Philadelphia. It was fall, and I remember their upper-middle-class neighborhood bathed in the deep, golden orange and red of expansive trees as I drove up to their house.
My friends had done rather well financially, with Philip as an investment banker and Carole working as an interior designer. Their two children, Kate and Christopher, had the polish of affluent, disciplined children. Both attended private schools. Everything about their house spoke of cultivated taste.
With the new tape recorder burning a hole in my bag, I asked Philip and Carole, after the kids went to bed that first night, whether they might be open to my interviewing Kate and Christopher. They thought it was a fun idea and gave me their blessing. The next day I mentioned it to the kids over breakfast before school, and they were humored by it and said yes. Kate, the younger and more enthusiastic of the two, wanted to go first. So I promised that as soon as she returned from school, we would do it.
Kate was a very bubbly, attractive eight-year-old with long brown hair and bright hazel eyes. As soon as she was home later that afternoon, she dropped her books off in the front hall and announced that she was ready. For the interview, she chose to sit in the family room on the couch next to one of her family's German shepherds. It was challenging for her to stay still while she talked. She squirmed all over the couch and wrestled with the dog.
[Kate and Christopher are Episcopalian. On Sundays, they regularly attend Sunday school while their parents are at the service.]

If I gave you God's phone number, what would you do with it?
I would call Him. I would ask Him how He made the world.
I would dial the number and then: "Drringgg..." God would answer the phone. And I would ask Him, "How did you make the world?"
How do you think God might answer your question?
I'm not sure what God would say back. He may ask me how I think He made the world. I would tell Him that I really think He made the world with His magical powers and His brain. He is very smart.
I also wonder if God might have been very, very lonely, so He might have wanted a better home and some people to live with Him so everybody would make friends. So we would have friendship and that stuff.
That's a wonderful idea. So, do you think that this is a good world that God has made?
Yes, I do think that this is a good world, but we have to work a little harder on it. We need to do things like throw trash in the garbage more and recycle things. And we could make the world a better place by doing what we're supposed to do, like not watch TV all day. That's one of the things that my mom tells me.
Any other questions?
Let's think here. I would then ask God if He was the first person to live. I think He was the first person to live because that is how He made the world.
But how was He born? Did He just poof and become alive? What I think might have happened is that there was this little cloud and POOF – He came out of the cloud. But He was about seven or nine or ten. Because if He was a baby, nobody would have been able to take care of Him. And then He made the world and could eat and drink and take care of Himself and have his life.
Then I would ask another question to God: "Will you never, ever, ever die? If you do die, would Jesus take over your place?" I don't know how God would answer that. But I don't think He's going to die.
Actually I don't know who God was born from either because He is God. But if He wasn't God and He was Jesus, I would believe that Jesus was God's son.
Any other thoughts about God?
I think God is a body that is inside of me and He is helping me with my life. And He is also on each side of me and also in you and everybody else in the world, too. Sometimes He has little traps for you that you have to get over. This could be when you get into fights with somebody.
Can you give me an example?
Suppose I was playing a game of cards like Spit, and the other person started yelling at me because he didn't like the card that I put down. This could be a test from God. We have to try not to yell back at that person and get into a huge fight. God wants us to be good and show that we have good sportsmanship.
It's as if God puts these little stones in your way, and you can't get them out of your way unless you try really hard. You have to work it out but it's hard. God tests us to see if we can do it.
God wants to know whether we know to do the right thing. He wants us to be good but not perfect. As good as you can. Don't be like a perfect little angel, every day doing everything perfectly. But every day you want to try to do most things right. This could mean being nice to each other, like in friendship.
So God wants you to be good…
Lots of times I do things and want to ask God if I did the right thing. Like with my brother, Christopher. Christopher always barges into my room and never asks if he can come in. He just comes in and sits on my bed and stays there. I ask him to get out, but he won't go. I always knock on the door before I go into his room. He always says, "No, you cannot come in." Even when my parents say that I can go into his room, he won't let me in. But he just barges into my room. That is just not fair.
So last night I told my dad about this. I would want to ask God about whether I am doing the right thing in telling my father about this.
That's a big question. What do you think God would say back to you?
That is one of the hardest questions. [Pause] I think that He would say, "I don't know, do you think you were doing the right thing or not?" I think, but I'm not sure what He would say back to me. That is hard for me to know.
What would you say back to Him then, if He said that?
[Whispers] I'm not sure…
[At this point Kate starts to get really restless, and it is clear that her attention span is gone. So I end the interview.]

Kate's innocence was so beautiful in this interview. She earnestly explored the idea of what God wants us to do. I was fascinated with her statement that God does not want us to be perfect – but good. This is not what the Catholic Church taught me. As a recovering Catholic, for years I have been trying to unlearn the dogma of being a sinner and being unworthy of God's love. When I was younger this all got wrapped up in needing to be perfect – to please my parents and God. And the guilt that I carried around with me for years might as well have been a five-hundred-pound mantle of rocks on my shoulders.
One Sunday school teacher even taught our class that we should end each day evaluating our sins for the day and ask for God's forgiveness. I wonder if she ever realized how some of us interpreted that teaching. For those of us who grew up feeling as if we were not good enough already, that lesson became an opportunity to wallow in how bad we were each night, another method of self-condemnation. And clearly not the best way to drift off into sleep.
Kate may well grow up a very emotionally healthy person with this belief, as opposed to many of us trying to overcome the curse of perfection or damnation from the religious teachings we grew up with.
Christopher Harvey (not his real name)
Age: 10

The diamond cannot be polished
without friction, nor the man
perfected without trials.
– Chinese Proverb

After I finished interviewing Kate, I went upstairs to Christopher's bedroom. He was at his desk playing a computer game. I watched over his shoulder as he meticulously zapped the last war ships with missiles and, once he was finished, we both sat on the carpet near his bed to do the interview.
Christopher sat cross-legged leaning against his bed. A lanky, handsome child with striking blue eyes and blonde hair, he was a gifted student who, according to his parents, constantly excelled in his class. As he spoke to me, he had a precociously intellectual demeanor. Flanking the wall beside him was a bookcase lined with both children’s and adult books. Over one-third of the books focused on baseball. Christopher was a serious fan of the sport. His baseball card collection numbered in the thousands, and he had memorized almost all of them. Over dinner the night before, he quizzed me on baseball statistics in his reserved way, and I was hopelessly ignorant.

If I gave you God's phone number, what would you do with it?
That would be really strange to get God's number. But if you gave me God's phone number, I would call Him. My first question would be: "What do You do with all the people who do not follow Your path of life? Do You just leave them alone and let Satan do his thing with them? Or do You console them and tell them that they haven't been chosen?"
What do you think God might say to that question?
I have been wondering about this question, and I really don't know how God would respond.
Are there any other questions that you would want to ask Him?
I've got lots of questions, such as why does God allow some people to get sick and live short lives while others live long ones? Did He create disease just to kill people?
Is it God or Satan who gives us such strong faults as jealousy, anger or greed? If it is Satan, how does he get the power to do the bad things he does? How did he even become Satan? How did he become evil? Did he just turn away from the Lord and start thinking evil thoughts and doing evil things?
What do you think God's responses might be?
I have no idea how God would answer those questions. But I think Satan has these powers and that God carefully observes how much evil Satan fills us with. This is hard to control, but God keeps watch over it so it doesn't get completely out of hand. This is a big struggle.
I'm also concerned about poor people. Why are there so many poor people, and is this going to be fixed in the future? I'm sure that we always will have kings and presidents and such leaders. But will there be a time when we don't have such rich and such poor? I think about these things lying in bed at night, but I just don't know how God would answer them.
I really think that God has given us a test of life, and if we pass, we go up to the Kingdom of Heaven and live peacefully forever. It's kind of like a report card in life but not exactly; more like a math test. Problem after problem after problem. If you get the problems right, it helps your score. God's got a huge scorecard. If you don't go around angry and hateful or yell at your mom and dad, then you'll get the good grade in the classroom of life.
God will notice when a person is trying to be good. Someone will be trying to follow His path and help others. So He'll look down on them and smile. This gives them good luck. Sometimes people can feel that smile because they get certain signs. Things may not be going well for them and God will change this for a few days.
But you need higher than excellent to get that luck. This is like all the extra stars on your report card.
A report card…?
Yes, God has set it up so that your spiritual report card has been absorbed into yourself. St. Peter sits at the Gate of Heaven and gets a particular reading on each person and either lets him in or banishes him elsewhere.
I'm not sure where those banished people go. I don't think they are in Hell yet. They might go to Mars or Jupiter or still be around here. They may be wandering around as spirits on the windows listening.
They could be around us causing temptation. They might be what motivate crazy people such as terrorists to do evil things. I think evil spirits are tempting people all the time. Some people are more susceptible to temptation than others, and it is easier for the evil spirits to get them. Then Satan might succeed in getting those people completely.
If these temptations affect some people, they might still have a chance. Even if they've murdered people, they can try to make up for it. If they're willing to repent for their sins, these people really don't deserve to be punished. We've learned this in church. They can still pass the test of life.
Hmmm…Interesting. Is there anything concerning your personal life that you would like to ask God about?
I really don't need to ask God anything about my life. I'm not concerned about myself. I just do normal stuff like fight with my sister. I don't do anything that's really wrong. I get A's in school. But I don't think God is too concerned about grades in school. God is more concerned about people being good.
Any other thoughts?
I've always wondered what Heaven is like. Do you live in your own little house and get everything you need all the time? Or do you live on clouds in the Kingdom of God and you can talk with God anytime you want?
Also do prophets get treated differently in Heaven? Do they get special beds?
Another puzzling thing to me is guardian angels. Do they tell you what to do and what not to do? I’m not sure they do. I think that they're just there, and maybe sometimes they are messengers of grades back to Heaven if someone has done something really bad, like O.J. Simpson.
And I think about the Garden of Eden. People these days are so greedy. If they ever found Eden, they would probably eat off the Trees of Life and Knowledge. It would be a true test of humans. If whoever finds it is good and kind and has read the Bible, he will not eat from those Trees.
Perhaps the prophets like Jesus ate from these trees before they were born. Jesus might have eaten the fruit because he knew that he had a special job. Then God sent His saviour down.
I have some other questions for God about being born and where we come from, but I want to save a few things so I can go up and ask them after I die. [Laughs]
So you might want to save a few questions for then? [Laughing] Anything else?
God is everywhere on Earth. But He is in some places more than others. It depends on how many good people there are in each of those places speaking to God or thinking about Him or praying.
Another thing – God gives fear to everyone, and I think that's rightful. People need to be fearful. If not, I think humans would try to build a stairway up to Heaven.
Then there's the age-old one: "Which came first: the chicken or the egg?" But I wouldn't want to ask God that question now. [Laughs] That's one of the ones that I'll save for when I see Him.
Oh, I need to go. My mother is taking us to the library in five minutes. Thanks.

I always knew that Christopher was a very intelligent child, but this interview truly brought this home to me. It was fascinating how he did not want to ask any personal questions about his life compared with his sister. I wondered if he really did feel that confident that he was living his life in line with what God wishes. Or did he simply not want to be personal? Since in my experience boys don't tend to speak about personal feelings, I was not sure what motivated him to speak as he did.
His perspective on God's smiling or giving fear to everyone was intriguing. Perhaps God does smile on people if that person has a strong connection with Him. I wonder if I have felt that at times – times when it felt like life was flowing very smoothly and blissfully, those glimpses of deep spirit in my life.
As for the fear, I'm not sure if God gives that to us. Perhaps He does, but my sense is that fear is part of being human, and God wants us to find the courage to walk through it to discover our potential. That's part of our journey as humans. But…maybe He does give us fear at times so that it can test us.
Christopher's comment about people being "so greedy" amazed me. I wondered how a ten-year-old could already have a perception of our society as being greedy but, then again, Christopher has always been a precocious child.
When I was in Belize volunteering at an ecology center in the remote southwest corner of the country in the winter of 1994-95, I witnessed a very different attitude toward greed. A Mayan village of several hundred people lived just down river from the center. One morning we got word that one of the Mayan men's palm hut on his farm plot had been burned. Without a doubt, the fire had been intentionally started. This was very clear by the way the structure had burned.
While this was not where the man's family lived – they lived in the village – this was where he spent most of his time farming. Over time we learned that some of the other villagers had burned his hut because they resented the fact that he was making more money than other villagers. Eladio, the villager whose hut was burned, was leading eco-tourist walks for the center where I was staying and being paid thirty dollars to forty dollars per walk, a relatively high sum for one afternoon's activity and the equivalent of what most Mayans make in six weeks.
Eladio was perceived as being greedy and having more opportunity than his fellow Mayan villagers, and for this he was punished. While in graduate school, I did research on values and read about remote, indigenous villages where resources are always shared equally. Hoarding is very frowned upon, and members of those communities can be ostracized for doing it.
Our mainstream American society treats people like Eladio quite differently. We admire people who have achieved the Great American Dream and have their Jaguars nestled in a country estate garage at night, while people only miles away don't have the resources to feed their children.
I don't think this is what God intended for us. God intended for us to recognize that we live in community and share our resources so that everyone's basic needs are met. We're not good at this on the individual level or the international level in the United States.
Yet I'm an American. I know I can be as individualistic and self-centered as the next person. I have tried to look long and hard inside myself to examine whatever level of greed rests there. What I've discovered is that I'm afraid to really know since I can have a capitalistic mindset like the next American. But I know that it is not the principal modus operandi within me. Actually, since I left my very full-time work in Ann Arbor, Michigan, I've done a splendid job of spending more money than I've made, and I've effectively eaten away most of the money that I inherited. Maybe I don't have that much greed in me after all.

baltimore, Maryland
october 1995
dear God…
i am so upset. i started a spiritual healing course two weeks ago and it is freaking me out. it's called the Awakenings Course and the woman who recommended that i take it told me that it would help me get in touch with my pain and help release it.
but i've gone two times now and the class terrifies me. there are about twenty-five of us and we all meet in a large sun room off the teacher's house, a room no larger than twenty feet by fifteen. at both classes the teacher guided us to work in partners and release our feelings from the depths of our being. within moments i was surrounded by all these people screaming and crying and really losing it. both nights i just wanted to run so fast out of the room and into the fields outside of the house – anywhere to feel safe. if the emotional diarrhea had continued any longer in that room, i was going to clobber the closest screaming person i could get my hands on. this would not have been a good thing. it scares me that i would want to be that violent.
i decided two days ago that i cannot go back. last night i called one of the assistants and told her that i was not returning. it was an awful conversation. she really tried to pressure me, telling me what i should or should not do. i really wanted to hang up the phone mid-conversation because of how she was treating me. that's it.
i talked with the teacher today, and she said that she could see that i needed much healing, and she expressed her desire to work with me and be my personal healer – only if i do the full course. this truly felt manipulative. these people really make me angry. it practically feels like a cult. if these people are going to be so controlling – i don't need this. i'm quitting the course.
sometimes we try things and they are not right for us, and then we walk away. every person does not need to take the same path to heal or to find God. these people think they are serving up express line enlightenment. it doesn't work that way. whatever spiritual teacher this is and the community she has, it is not for me. fine if it works for some other people, but i am not one of them.
so, God, i'm here again. struggling, still trying to find my way. but that path did not fit. i'm not giving up, though.
i give You my humble love,
Your daughter,
mare
Edward Curtis (not his real name)
Age: 82

A radical conversion of
the non-poor
is needed today.
– Maria Neal

Edward Curtis was an elderly, well-to-do gentleman. He and his wife, Violet, were Judith's houseguests one weekend in late fall. They were making their annual migration from their farm in Connecticut to their winter home in Florida. Edward and Violet had known Judith for years, and this weekend visit was part of their journey south.
Judith invited me to have cocktails with the Curtises the afternoon they arrived. We sat and chatted about stories in the news and their house in Florida. Violet asked me what my work was, and I explained that I was doing part-time work and also starting a book. While I was describing the book to them, I realized that they might be interesting people to interview. So I broached the question, and Violet was very open to it. Edward, on the other hand, was not interested, but I coaxed him into doing it the following morning. I was eager to interview anyone at that time.
To start the interview, I tried to ask Edward a few questions about his life and the work he had been involved in. From the level of conversation that we had the evening before, I had no doubt that he was a conservative man of financial accomplishment. In a reserved tone he related that he had started a chemical company that was significantly successful by the time he retired. His son now runs the company.
Edward was probably only 5' 7", but his authoritative manner was of a man who was accustomed to being in charge. His salt and pepper hair belied his age of eighty-two years. He was dressed in his traveling clothes – a cashmere sweater and khaki pants.
As Edward and Violet were leaving later that day, I asked him what anonymous name he would like me to use in the book. He looked at me with a sardonic smile and said: "Beelzebub." I shuddered just as he said it. His wife immediately chided him for suggesting it. I gave him a weak smile and responded that I would create another name instead.

If I gave you God's phone number, what would you do with it?
God's phone number? I thought people had that. That's what we have religion for.
If someone were to give me a phone number on a piece of paper and tell me it's God's – I'm not a good one to be asked that question. I'm afraid that I'm not very religious. I think if I had to describe my religion with one word, I'd say – what is that word? – oh, yes, agnostic.
If somebody gave me such a number, I would put it with my old prayer books in a drawer somewhere. I'd just leave it there. I don't think I'd be tempted to pull it out later.
Would you ever be tempted to pull it out and just look at it, at least?
I don't think so. I'm not afraid of dying. I think fear of dying is why most people want to try to communicate with God. But I would not use the number.
I may change, but I don't know. I'm an admirer of religion. I think it does a lot of people a lot of good. But it is not something that I use. When I was a young boy, I might have used such a number. But I could not say now what I would have used it for. I'd have to give that a lot of thought. It's the farthest thing from my mind.
I know it sounds terrible. But it doesn't mean that I don't have a lot of respect for religion. I do. I think it influences people for the better. But I don't have a need for it. Sorry.
You don't need to apologize to me or anyone else about your beliefs.
I think it's important for people to have some kind of a routine that they adhere to. Routines such as treating others as you would be treated and so on. And I think that most people do have such routines. Otherwise it would be pretty chaotic. I guess you could call it a code of ethics. And some people have a code of ethics because they're afraid they'll go to Hell if they don't. And that's probably a good thing. Makes them behave better, perhaps.
I know a lot of people think it's heretical to have that kind of belief. It's not the kind of thing I talk about with people. I don't brag about it. I'm not proud of it. It's just the way I am.
It can be upsetting to people. It would be very upsetting to my father and mother if they heard me talk like that. And it probably would be hard for my brother also. I have one brother who is still living. He's very religious. He goes to church and he talks about it quite a bit.
I don't like to talk about this with devout Catholics because it can seem that I think I'm better than they are. I certainly don't feel that way. I just have a different philosophy about it. They're not usually broad-minded about these things. Actually, I think it's just as hard for people in any religion.
[Meekly] I'm not a very good subject for this.
No, you are a very good subject for this.
Frankly, the God that is seen in most religions is something I just don't have. I have a great deal of respect for the more or less orderly process of ecology and astronomy and so on. But I don't think it is the provenance of some supernatural force. The planets, the universes and so on.
And I don't think Jesus Christ was there when it all started. I think He's an image that many people use to help them overcome their fear of death. He gives them an incentive to act in an orderly way. And I think it's very good.
About His being the Son of God and all that, I think the Moslems have just as much right to their idea of the way things happened. Or any one of a hundred different religions.
I'm sure there have been others like Christ. Take the cult leader in Japan who was responsible for the gas in the subway: I'm sure that his people put him in some kind of a category like that. And to the extent that these people don't injure other people, they're entitled to that, I suppose. But when they start spreading lethal gas, then they're not. Then they're bad.
I don't think Jesus Christ would have done something like that. He was a good man. I think that there have been many good men, though.
I really have no image of God. If we have a God, I don't know how far His influence would extend. Would it go to the moon and beyond? They'd be entitled to have their God, too.
I've never thought about there being a God on the moon!
Sure. So, yes, I'm an agnostic. But I haven't been this way all of my life. I was born a Catholic. I went to parochial school until I was about ten. I was an altar boy at one time because that's what my mother wanted me to be. Since I've done my own thinking, though, I've gradually come into being an agnostic.
I don't think about it incessantly, either. But this is now the way I feel. I would say I've felt this way many, many years. I'm not going to start a new religion to advocate my point of view. I know it's not very widely shared. But it's good for me, I think.

Edward was very clear on his views. While many might not agree with him, I found his beliefs interesting. More than anything, though, I felt sad for Edward since I believe that he is missing out on a very significant part of life – developing a connection with God. It is my spiritual beliefs that give me hope and inspire me. Knowing that God loves me, as I believe so strongly that He does, helps me live my life more positively and with greater inner strength.
Perhaps Edward was so self-confident and assured in his life that he did not need God as I do. But I cannot help but believe that everyone needs God. Or perhaps it is the other way around. Perhaps God needs us. And if more of us recognized this, then the world would be a more positive place.
But Edward's life seems to work with his agnostic views. He seemed content with his place in the world. Having such great financial success certainly helps support this.
Edward was similar to so many corporate types I've met. They are intelligent people, but many seem to have pursued education of the head and achievement in the purse but not education of the spirit.
The Dalai Lama teaches about secular humanism, saying that we do not have to pursue religious or spiritual teachings if we did not want to. Instead, if we all focused on kindness and compassion, this in itself would make a world of difference. Perhaps he is right. However, I still feel so comforted with my spiritual belief that there is a God and he loves me unconditionally.
I do wonder if Edward's views will change when he is truly on the verge of death.
Violet Curtis (not her real name)
Age: 68

Search for God where you lost Him.
– Tony de Mello

After Edward Curtis finished his interview, his wife Violet was available to talk with me.
Violet was very personable and chatty. She started by telling me some of her life story. She was originally born in England to an affluent family, but the British Army took over their estate when WWII started and the family was forced to move to London. When the bombs started dropping on London, her parents decided to send Violet and her three brothers to Pennsylvania to be cared for by an American couple. So at the age of ten, Violet was shipped to the New World on a boat with more than fifteen hundred children, all destined to live in the safety of the United States with adoptive parents.
The United States became Violet's home. She never returned to live in England. Her American parents were rather wealthy, and she attended boarding school during her high school years. Choosing to skip college, she moved to New York City after high school and got involved in publishing. She first married at the age of twenty-two, and Edward Curtis was her third husband. I never did find out how many children she had.
Violet was a very attractive older woman with a practical yet aristocratic way about her. I could see that she was a kind but strong woman. I imagined that she had been quite beautiful and had many suitors when she was young. Much as I wanted to ask her more about her life, I knew that she and her husband had to leave soon, so we launched into the interview.

If I gave you God's phone number, what would you do with it?
I would call immediately. Never put off what you can do right away.
I would ask Him how did this Creation get so screwed up? Is this how You pictured it – just total chaos taking over?
I think there have been many mistakes made in the Creation, one of them being that Man and Woman were not created equal. That was a big mistake. They are actually supposed to be equal, but Man has made it his world rather than their world and that's where things started going wrong.
I'm sure God would be feeling that I was very presumptuous to ask these questions, but I hope that He would know that I wouldn't mean to be irreverent.
I'm also hoping that God is a man because I don't think a woman would do this. I think that if God were a woman, there'd be more sensitivity as to what would go on among people.
How do you think God would respond to your question about the world's being so screwed up?
He may tell me that it's none of my business. He may say that He has this great plan and that the strongest will eventually survive. The rest will fall by the wayside as other animals like the dinosaurs have done. Maybe we will also fall by the wayside if we can't get it together. Or we might just destroy ourselves, which we're well on the way to doing.
Or He may not think that He needs to answer me.
But if He did...
For me to get into God's mind is very difficult since I don't look upon God as a person. I look upon God as a Creator that has made all these things work – plants and animals and the moon, all that sort...I don't consider Him as a man doing and thinking about "manly" things. I think that's making it too simple.
Are there any other questions that you would want to ask this entity that you call God?
I would like to know if we are the only one out here or are there many others that He's also experimenting with? I hope there are some others because we can't be the ultimate. We are so-o-o bad. Our history is just terrible.
And if there is something else out there, will we ever meet them? If so, will it be more war rather than cooperation? We always seem to feel that we have to conquer somebody. It's been that way all through our history. Tribes conquered other tribes until they banded together and made countries and now they're still trying to conquer each other. If this is what's going to happen in our space exploration efforts, then we're really in trouble because we're not bright enough to conquer others out there in space.
I'm sure that there are others out there. I can't believe that we are the only people in this whole universe that have any intelligence.
How do you think God would respond to that question? That's a tough one.
He may say, "You're not very intelligent." [Laughs] It's hard to talk about God because some people are absolutely certain that God has a beard and He's a very noble man. I'm not so sure that God isn't someone who just plays games.
God has such tremendous power. But I don't think He uses it. I think He just lets things go. If He had power, He wouldn't have let the Holocaust go on. If that's what happened, then He's playing games. If He's doing it for a reason, I don't find Him a nice person.
What do you think God would say to that?
He'd say: "You don't understand my ultimate plan."
But I really can't see how God can be so all-caring and all-powerful and let perfectly innocent children and adults be killed. What I find so extraordinary is that so many awful things have happened. There was an article in the paper today – they found a grave that's two thousand years old in China where thousands of men were buried alive. How can that be allowed to happen? Just because one man fought over this piece of territory and his soldiers were pawns in this whole thing, when they lost, they were buried alive.
Now I don't find that a very caring person who would let that happen. And that was two thousand years ago. Recently in Bosnia, soldiers were just slaughtering men thinking it's nothing but a rabbit hunt. Over six thousand people were killed.
That would not happen if I were running something unless I enjoyed watching it or I was doing an experiment. Or perhaps I was teaching them a lesson. But I don't think I could let that happen.
So you're saying that your image of God is not that of a grandfatherly figure and that God may be conducting a large experiment?
He may or He may not be. He could have started something and now He's just looking at it thinking: "What have I started? But it's interesting…Might as well just keep it going."
The tribes of South America considered the sun as a God. But there again, they had to appease the God. God was almighty and very wrathful. They had to appease by killing virgins, which I find awful. God is not something that has been an endearing thing in the eyes of many people of this world.
Yes…Any other questions that you might want to ask?
I'd like to ask Him if time is on our side, and will we ever see the light and become one world? Certainly not in my lifetime and certainly not for another five hundred years, I'll bet. And even then, will we end up with a super race of people who have annihilated everybody else? That perhaps is not the answer, either.
Would you be curious and want to ask God about life after death? That's a large question for most of us.
[Laughs] I could ask Him that. I could ask anything, it's my nickel. [More laughter] I cannot imagine that He's going to take all these people who have been on Earth and put them or recycle them somewhere else. I think He sends us back here.
I have a feeling I've been recycled. I go to certain places and can almost describe what they look like before I get there. I was in Topkapi, Istanbul, and when I walked into the palace there I became quite upset because it was in such disarray. I distinctly remember it feeling like it was my house. But it was terribly unkempt. I sat down at a window overlooking the Bosporus River, and it felt like I had seen that same view many times. It's the sultan's palace, a very famous place.
Some of my friends have had past-life regressions. One had been an Egyptian oarsman in one of those slave galleys. I have this one Jewish friend who found out that he was an Aztec boy who was sacrificed in one of his past lives. That he could be anything but a Jew was extraordinary to him.
So you find it hard to believe that God would take all these people and have room for all of them somewhere else? And that maybe we're recycled here?
Maybe not everybody's recycled. I hate to think of God being biased about people, but it could be that certain people are so bad they don't get recycled. Or it might be the opposite. If you're so bad, you're definitely coming back to get it right.
It's a fascinating thought that maybe you were an Indian at one time and now you're going to be a Russian prince or a hard laborer. Do all these past lifetimes eventually make up your character?
These past-life memories are extraordinary, or maybe it's just a fantastic imagination. Nothing can be proven by it. I find that fascinating. Perhaps we keep coming back again and again until we get it right.
But I don't see that people are any better today than they were. If you read history and how people lived and fought, they don't seem to be any different. So we're not making much progress.
It must be God's wish that we are so aggressive and we have great biases toward other people. Maybe we are born that way. Maybe it is in our gene makeup. To get this far, we had to be aggressive in order to survive. It seems to me there should be a certain point in the evolution of the world that you don't need to be aggressive to fix problems. But we're not there yet.
So maybe I'm agnostic. I don't believe there is one person up there overseeing this whole mess.
But do you think there's something or nothing?
Certainly there is something that caused the Big Bang – chemicals of some sort. But whether God is just a man or groups of chemicals…We've tried to simplify things scientifically to where we think they can be explained, but I think it's much more complicated than that.
People used to have an absolute fit when an eclipse of the sun would happen. They thought that was the end of the Earth. Now we know it's just the shadow of the moon. People do learn. I don't think we can explain the Big Bang yet although we're getting close to it. I really do think we have to continue to research outer space, and if we do find out how this all came about, it's going to be a terrible thing for the people who are very religious. Everything they believed in...
Or it could be the opposite?
Or it could be the opposite. Those that don't believe are now going to have to. Either way – bad for a lot and good for a lot.
Is there anything else that you would pose to this...this mass of chemicals?
I think we are our own destiny. People ask God's permission to do this or that or to be safe. But I think that's not right. I think it's an egotistical way of looking at life – to think that you, one little person, are going to be looked after by God. That God is going to say, "I'm going to take care of you." I don't think that's true. I think it's just hit or miss and luck and chaos. Sometimes you're in the right place and sometimes you're not.
I think I'd ask Him whether this has to go on like this forever. "At one point will you put a stop to this and give people better reason?"
It's an interesting subject, and of course it's been talked about forever and will continue to be because it's a mystery.
Certainly is…Violet, can you tell me a little about your religious background?
I was born in England, and my only religious background until I was ten was to give my favorite toy on Christmas Eve to the toy box. We did not go to church. The Church of England is the state church, and a lot of people go and a lot of people don't go. It's not like the Catholic Church where you had to go.
Then I came over to this country in WWII where a family took us for the duration of the war. They would take us to an Episcopal Church, but the minister was so bad. You couldn't understand him because he was an alcoholic. It was just ridiculous, so we weren't forced to go to church.
The only church that I felt had anything going for it was the Quaker Church. That's where you do not have a minister telling you what to do. But I don’t go to Quaker meetings that often.
In fact every time I do go into a church with a friend, I come out so angry at what they're feeding people that I just never go back until someone drags me back again.
This past summer we were on a Smithsonian trip in Europe to learn about medieval art and history. We went to these large cathedrals in small villages and learned how much work was spent on constructing these buildings by people who barely subsisted on what they were growing. And all the wars that came back and forth over those villagers' land, and yet they kept having to build these cathedrals. All to save their souls. They were really intimidated into doing these things.
I felt it was just terrible by the end of the trip. If Jesus Christ were the Son of God, he would absolutely have had a fit over what he had started. I think Christ was a simple man, and he would not have envisioned these enormous cathedrals in little villages that the people still have to keep up.
They're such works of art yet such suffering went into the construction of them. Is there anything else that you would like to add?
Yes, the one thing that I've learned in life – I don't know whether you can deem it to be religious or not – but nothing is forever. Don't ever think that just because you're leading a nice life it means that this will go on indefinitely. Because tomorrow it may be all gone. So don't panic when things go wrong.

I was very intrigued with Violet's thoughts about reincarnation. I also have experienced certain visions that could only be from past lives. There is no other way to explain it. They clearly were not dreams.
Each time I have experienced one of these visions, it was during a time of profound inner stillness: once when I was receiving a massage and another time when I was doing very slow leg exercises in a class. In the first one I experienced, I was standing along the edge of an open circle in a forest, and I was participating in a ceremony at night. There were candles or torches at specific points in the grove, and the atmosphere was charged with a powerful solemnity.
The second time I experienced one, I was with a small group of tensely silent people by a small fire in the dark of night. It seemed as though we were waiting for a signal to mount our horses and leave – perhaps to battle – I don't know. I got the sense that we needed to be extremely still. The only perceptible sounds were the horse bits jangling near us. Both of these remembrances were very emotionally charged. Perhaps that is why the memories became so etched in my soul-body.
There is another pattern in my life that could quite possibly be traced to past-life experiences. For years I had an inexplicable fear of physical intimacy with men whenever I was feeling particularly anxious.
I would lie in bed in college and hear roommates having sex in the next room. Not only was it irritating that they had awakened me, but my whole body would tense up while I heard the sounds. It was as though I were afraid of being sexually attacked. I am certain that I had never been sexually violated in this lifetime, but my body seemed to have a visceral memory of being attacked.
One day while I was still living in Michigan, I received a massage from someone new. A friend had recommended her. As soon as she started working on my shoulders, she launched into telling me about a past life of mine she could see. She said that it was during the Victorian times and I lived in a castle. I wore the high-necked collars and the fancy dresses of that time. She could see that I was the lady of the castle. I was a good horseback rider and also knew a great deal about herbs and healing. Women would come to me for healing.
As the massage continued, she gave me more details. I was married to a man who basically raped me over and over again. In her words, sex was quite unpleasant. And I had an abortion and died. That is just how she stated it: "You had an abortion and you died."
I remember getting off that massage table and reeling emotionally. I had come for a massage to find some peace at a very stressful point in my life. Instead, I went home with not only my present challenging life situation but another one that was quite plausible to try to process.
I was open to what she had told me. Perhaps it was true. My lifelong interest in horses and medicinal plants may well have stretched to earlier than this lifetime. And I always felt as if my life has been one of aristocratic privilege. It would make sense that I had experienced similar lifetimes. Perhaps my soul has memories of being sexually violated over and over again and this has been viscerally etched into my subconscious.
Several years after that massage, I went out on a date with a doctor to whom I was quite attracted. We had met at a dance, and initially I thought we had many things in common. But after one phone conversation and one date, I was very put off by the man's comments to me.
At the end of the date, he told me that when he first saw me that night, he wanted to rip off my clothes and have wild sex but after spending the evening together, he wanted to make passionate love to me all night instead. This was far too much information for me. There were several other things he said to me also that let me know that he perceived women only as sex objects.
As I drove home that night, I knew I did not feel safe with him. A deep instinct in me encouraged me to stay away. I wrote him a letter several days later to communicate my feelings, and we had a difficult phone conversation shortly afterward. I got the sense that he had no idea how he came across to women. We never spoke again.
I talked with a psychic friend at the time and she told me that I had been with a man like that in a past life, and after I died I swore that I would never again be with another one. It may well have been the lifetime I was living in the castle. Perhaps that information was encoded into my soul so that when I was reborn, the instinct surfaced to protect me.
John Terlazzo
Age: 41

We have been loved by God
from before the beginning.
– Julian of Norwich

John Terlazzo is a poet and musician. I met him in the early fall of 1995 at a weekend poetry retreat he led on the organic farm where he and his family lived. I was one of nine participants that weekend. It was a rustic, community-oriented event where we all slept in our tents in the back field and helped do dishes when we were not playing with words in creative ways.
I enjoyed getting to know John as he gently pushed and prodded us to express our voice on paper. He was a short, intense but gentle man who took his art very seriously. He had memorized many of his poems, and when he recited them, his depth and presence awed me. It was clear that he was a true artist with a passion for expressing himself.
John was an artist who did "bread and butter" work to support his creative efforts. Sometimes he was compensated for a music concert or poetry reading, but mostly his income came from house painting and commissions for murals, among other odd jobs. When we first met, his wife was fighting breast cancer and was working only part time, so there was more responsibility on John to bring income in.
John and I stayed in touch after that retreat. We collaborated in a reading at one of the Baltimore poetry spots later in the fall. I felt that it was quite an honor to be reading my work alongside such a talented person.
During the retreat, I had told John about the book, and he expressed a desire to be interviewed, so we set it up after our reading.

If I gave you God's phone number, what would you do with it?
Well, I’d have to call. Partly it would be curiosity. But another part would be the idea of hooking up to some natural voice speaking in English for the God Energy. There is this thing about God Energy. We're swimming in it. It's swimming in us. I'd have to see if I could really talk with this.
What do you think you would say?
Hmm… [pause] …That would depend on when you asked me. If you asked me today – this may be too mundane – but I would want to ask God why so much of our lives, my life, are ruled by money. I do five different things for a living, and the ones that I do the very best are the ones I don’t get to do often enough and don't get to make enough money doing. I've been asking this God Energy this question a lot of times. The last couple of days I've been painting the roof of a barn. I make my own hours and all that, but it’s not what I do. It’s not who I am. I want an answer to that question.
If this God Energy gave you an answer, what do you think that answer might be?
You know…I guess the answer’s pretty obvious. It would be: “Hey, I didn’t design it that way. Other people did that, and I may be able to tell you how it’s going to turn out, but this is your trip. You’ve got to do this. You've got to figure it out."
I guess that’s always true. But it’s strange to me that there are so many great poets walking around on the Earth, and only some are making a living. There are so many that are struggling so hard. Yet the number-one-grossing business in this country is weaponry. There’s something there that’s really out of whack.
Would you want to ask God about this?
I wouldn’t ask God why it is that weapons are such a popular business. I know that that’s not God’s doing. I think I know the answer – it is that profit is more important to this culture than God.
A whole culture can be based on profit because people are unhappy. Somehow they think that attaining more will change that and make them happier. Maybe I would ask God what could I do about it. But I don't know. [Deep sigh]
I could do what the Berrigans did and go into weapons plants and destroy those guns and get thrown into jail. I don’t know if that would answer anything. I really honor them for having done that, but I don’t know if that changes things.
I can try to find time and space to make more art. I do think that a person making a poem, speaking it out loud, even if it's in their bedroom and nobody else is around, is a very healing thing. I think it's a very mystical thing.
There is an energy to speaking our poetry, really Speaking with a capital S. I think we have to ask ourselves what is this stuff, this energy, and also really revel in the mystery of what that is.
Is this what you call the God Energy, this stuff that you are talking about?
I think it is. This spirit is in everything. It’s in you. It’s in the bricks. It’s in the trees. And it’s so much more that that. And yet, I really get tongue-tied at this point because it’s…[pause] …this Being, the Big Being is all around, and we’re in it.
When we get caught up in the daily struggle of paying bills, it’s real easy to lose track of that. To not recognize that you’re eating miracles all the time.
So I have a mixed feeling about someone's saying, “Here’s God's number, you can just call up.” On one hand I feel like I’m already right there in the middle of it. I should be able to get all the answers. They are internalized. They’re here.
And then again, there’s a part of me that says, “Yeah, I want to not only get the phone number, I want the address, fax number…email. I want to look into this face and see the face that’s behind the face."
So many times in my life I’ve wanted to see that face in a really joyful way. I'm doing some great dance, and I really want to be grateful about it. Then there’re times when – I've been there a bit lately – I want to see this face because I just want to say, “Come on, you know, what is this? Give me a break and make it clear!"
You're talking about being in the throes of the trials and tribulations of our human existence…I really wonder if having such a number would make our trials any easier. I don't know.
Well, I think the big mistake that’s been made about God in so many church philosophies is that they think they understand God. They think they know what and who God is and what God looks like. And I think that’s a big mistake right there.
We’re not supposed to get this. It’s supposed to be a mystery. And the fact is that it’s the mystery that I really love. I really love the fact that we can spend all of our lifetimes trying to figure this out and put a name on it. And it can’t be done. At some point, when we see the real vision, there’s just no way it could be explained in human terms. No name would make it. No words could describe it.
It might actually be that if we dialed the phone number, the top of our heads would completely explode!
Hmmm…It sounds like it would be very problematic for you to consider that there is such a phone number because your perception of God and God Energy is beyond what any phone line could reach.
Yeah, that’s clearly true. Although it’s still a great fantasy. I'd like to be able to call up God and really ask him about my life and what it is about. I like to think that it could be some sort of very friendly, warm, intimate conversation.
I guess my wide-open vision of God is so far outside of any artificial constructs that the phone number concept is hard. I envision that when I truly see God, at the end of this life or however many lives it takes, at that point there won’t be any need for me to make conversation. In that space everything is answered.
When I die, I don't see heaven as some really boring space. Instead, I see an endless chain of clarity, understanding and wonder. Maybe like the best imaginable art, and it just keeps happening. Every corner you turn, there is more of it happening.
Some people may think my vision is very naïve. I guess I would ask them the question: "Why would you seem to think that, given the amount of miracle that exists around us all the time, why would you think there would be such a thing as limits?"
I think our scientifically based society has done us a disservice. Now that we have scientific definitions for things, we cease to realize how incredible these things are. Look at water. Water is liquid energy. It's always been there. It cleanses us. It's a phenomenal substance. Yet we take it for granted.
We just turn on a faucet, we wash and then we turn it off, and it doesn’t really mean anything to us. Yet, if you think about it, washing your face alone can be an incredibly sacred act – if you can just be with it while you do it instead of thinking of twenty other things.
And I’m not pretending that I’m really good at being with it. But there’s incredible mystery in that. To just say it’s two atoms of hydrogen and one of oxygen, what a disservice we do not only to the water but even worse to ourselves. We dismiss this phenomenon, this natural spiritual reality as if it were the paper we wrap around burgers at McDonald’s.
Even the paper around the burgers could be a mystery, too. It’s a great concept that all of this is God Energy here on this plane. And when we leave here, it can only get better. Can’t get worse – or maybe it could?
I don’t think so. I don't adhere to any one system of belief, but reincarnation makes sense to me, the individual spirit moving in and out of physical forms. Some may think of it as bad news. But I think we just have to work through whatever suffering we have again and again and again until we get it figured out.
But ultimately there’s got to be a space where there is clarity. I don’t mean that in a desperate way, like I’ll fall down now and cry if there isn't. I just mean, given all the miracle that’s going on around us all the time, there’s got to be more wonder than what we can perceive at this time.
A couple of months ago, a guy with Jesus pamphlets stopped me in the street saying, "Are you ready…Are you ready to meet Jesus?" And it would have been real easy to get aggravated and brush the guy off. But I thought about it and I said, “Well, yeah, you know, I’m really ready. Bring Him on! It’d be really great. Let’s do it!”
I don’t remember if we got into much of a conversation. I’ve had this conversation with a lot of people. But Jesus, Krishna, Vishnu, any name you put on it, it’s the same stuff, just bring it on! You know, I want it!
What I mean is I want the clarity. But of course I know I have the clarity. There is always that dichotomy. A Zen teacher I had in New York would teach, "You know, it’s not something you have to get to, to be Buddha. It’s not that you have to sit zazen for fifty years and then maybe you get to be Buddha: the minute that you sit zazen, you’re Buddha. Twenty years sitting is twenty years Buddha. Twenty minutes sitting is twenty minutes of Buddha."
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/78721 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!