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			​​- ch 1 - 

			​Being Agnostic Stinks

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			WHAT IS CIRCUMSTANTIAL EVIDENCE?

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

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

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

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

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

			QUANTITY

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

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

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

			► STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			► SIMULTANEOUS WITNESSES

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

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

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

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

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

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

			QUALITY

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

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

			(4) Credibility (5) Verifiability

			► DIVERSITY

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

			► LONGEVITY

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

			► CONSISTENCY

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

			► CREDIBILITY

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

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

			► VERIFIABILITY

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

		


		
		


			​​- Ch 3 - 

			​Defining Theism and Atheism

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

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

			ATHEISM

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			NO GOD

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

			I just don’t think something like that could exist, and stand to watch the atrocities that take place on this planet. Whether it be child abuse, slavery, war, the Holocaust, serial killings, acid attacks, or other unspeakably horrific occurrences, no loving parent could stand to watch, divine or otherwise. It’s not possible. As the old argument goes, if there is a God, he cannot be omnipotent and benevolent at the same time, because if he were both, he would not let the world continue as it is. So he is either one or the other, or he simply doesn’t exist.

			
				
					[image: A Jesus looking figure playing chess with different humans in the form of chess pieces on top of Planet Earth which is serving as the gameboard.  His thought caption is "I don't exist, otherwise I would never allow you to suffer like you do."]
				

			

			We discuss this more in an upcoming chapter, but I suspect many of you will be on board with this, because it’s a common sentiment I’ve heard expressed—the conjecture that there is a higher power or plan of SOME sort, but not a human-like God watching mutely over us. Instead, when I refer to theism or metaphorically use the word God, what I am really referring to is the opinion that there is some kind of intentional design which includes a purpose for why we are here.

			OUR PURPOSE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			(1) No literal God. 

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

			EASTERN VS WESTERN RELIGIONS

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

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

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

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

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

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

			EASTERN RELIGIONS—REINCARNATION AND KARMA

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

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

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

			8.7 million animal + 400k plant species

			A bit spooky, I won’t lie. 

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

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

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

			EASTERN RELIGIONS—HEAVEN AND HELL

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			And yet … life can be beautiful as well.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			This is the Eastern idea of hell.

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

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

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

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

			So is heaven a fun-filled party place? 

			A supercharged, intertwined,                               

			OMMMgasmic state of energy?

			Or a long, dreamless nap from which we 

			never wake up, akin to not existing at all?

			I don’t know, but I do find it logical to think that our angst-filled, imperfect lives here on Earth are part of the hellish reincarnation cycle we all experience, and that moksha, or liberation from rebirth, is
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