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There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,

Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

—Shakespeare, Hamlet, 1.5., 166–67
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CHAPTER 1

THE HAUNT DETECTOR

[image: ]verybody has one. The Reverend Frank Pavone used to call it the Haunt Detector. What is it?

Very simply, it’s the little alarm that goes off in our heads whenever we detect that something mysterious or supernatural has occurred. Science fiction and horror writers have referred to it by other names—the sixth sense, the shining. But for some reason, I’ve always liked “haunt detector” best.

We actually have all kinds of “detecting” mechanisms built into our nervous systems. They don’t have fancy scientific names, but they exist nonetheless. For instance, we all have “lie detectors.” When someone who’s not very slick tries to scam us, we’re usually able to tell just from their body language and their voice. We all have “love detectors.” We can just feel it in our bones when someone has deep feelings of attachment for us—or when they don’t. We all have “right and wrong” detectors—better known as consciences. When we do something not quite right, we know it because we feel an unmistakable pang of guilt. And, of course, we all have “sex detectors,” which let us know pretty quickly when we’re physically attracted to another person.

Well, we all have “haunt detectors,” too. And they let us know whenever something especially eerie or out of the ordinary is happening around us. You know the kind of thing. You could be sitting around relaxing one day at home, and for no special reason you start thinking about someone. Maybe you haven’t thought about this particular person in years. Then the phone rings; you pick it up, and, amazingly, it’s that person! Many of us have experienced this phenomenon. What is it?

I’ll never forget something that happened to my mother many years ago. It was the middle of the night and she was sleeping soundly. Suddenly she woke up and bolted upright in bed. She had heard the sound of her own mother’s voice calling out to her in a thick Italian accent: “Laura, Laura, help me.” My mother was startled and her heart was racing; she had clearly heard her name spoken. But it couldn’t be her mother calling; she lived on the other side of Brooklyn, and it was so late. My mother thought that perhaps it was just a bad dream so she went back to sleep. But the next morning she received a phone call from the hospital. Her mother had gotten up to go to the bathroom during the night and had fallen. She was in the hospital with a broken hip. For hours she had been on the floor, moaning for help. How in the world did my mother hear her? Was it just a coincidence?

Then there are stories that are totally unexplainable. I read a newspaper account a few years ago about a four-year-old girl in upstate New York who had been diagnosed with a brain tumor. The whole community had been praying fervently for her. All the churches in the neighborhood—Lutheran, Evangelical, Catholic—were all united in prayer that a miracle would take place. The little girl had been through so much: she’d had more than twenty MRIs, and it was decided that the only remaining course of action was brain surgery. She wasn’t even expected to make it through the operation, but it was the only chance she had. The day of the surgery her head was shaved, her blood was taken, she was hooked up to all kinds of machines, and the team of doctors scrubbed and put on their surgical gowns. One final MRI had to be done to determine the exact location of the tumor. Just before the child was wheeled into the testing room, a sweet, pretty young nurse came in and took her hand. She told the little girl not to worry because she was “all better,” that God had “cured” her and that she would be going home soon. The little girl later said that the nurse was so nice to her and so “beautiful” that she felt all warm and peaceful inside.

When the MRI was taken, the lab technicians gasped in disbelief. No matter how hard they searched, they couldn’t locate the tumor. They took more tests, but the results were the same. The tumor was gone. No surgery was performed that day—or any day—because there was nothing to operate on. The little girl was completely healed. What happened? And who was the mysterious woman who came in and told the girl she was cured? None of the other nurses could identify her and no one ever saw her again. Was she an angel, as some in the little girl’s family believed? No one knows for sure. But everyone, from the doctors to the lab technicians to the parents to the people in the community, was aware that something incredible had taken place. Everyone’s haunt detectors went off at once.

Of course, not all mysterious experiences are as strange as this. A person’s haunt detector can begin registering at any time. You can be listening to a powerful piece of music or watching a spectacular sunset; reading a particularly moving piece of literature or worshipping at church. You can be embracing the person you love most in the world or sitting in your home, cozy and warm by the fire. Or you can just be walking down the street thinking about all the things in your life that have brought you to where you are. You can be doing any of these things, and out of nowhere a tingle will suddenly run up your spine, telling you that something more is going on than meets the eye. Something that transcends understanding.

What is it? No one really knows. But it invariably triggers a feeling deep in your soul—a feeling of desire, of yearning, of hope; hope that there is something special about life; that there is some hidden meaning and purpose to all the suffering we have to go through; that there is something beyond science, beyond the senses—something totally invisible yet totally real. In Latin, the experience is called mysterium tremendum et fascinans. And our haunt detectors can sense it.

Of course, we have to be careful when trying to discern the meaning of such feelings and phenomena. Spiritual people are sometimes too quick to attribute the cause of strange occurrences to God; they’re too hasty in coming to the conclusion that just because something seems unexplainable it must have a divine or supernatural origin. That simply isn’t the case. Many amazing things that happen in this world aren’t “miraculous” at all. It’s a fact, for example, that human beings have all kinds of natural abilities that are untapped; abilities that are only now being identified and studied by science. We’ve all heard about mothers and fathers who display superhuman strength when trying to rescue their children from harm. We’ve all seen examples of people with severe learning disabilities who are able to sit down at a piano without any formal training and play the most complicated pieces of classical music. The human brain is an incredible organ and has many powers that still aren’t fully understood. Because of this, it’s extremely difficult for us to tell what’s natural, what’s supernatural, what’s legitimately from God, what’s from the devil, and what’s just plain old human imagination. Practically everything that happens in life is subject to misinterpretation. That’s why it’s so dangerous to become fixated on the supernatural. Too often it leads to superstition or belief in the occult or false spirituality or even—in extreme cases—insanity.

We just can’t afford to make blind assumptions. We have to seek the expert guidance of doctors, psychologists, scientists, theologians, and church leaders. But neither can we dismiss all these remarkable experiences as mere fantasy. And that’s what many people do today. Not only do they reject what’s fanciful and frivolous—they reject everything. They throw the baby out with the bathwater. They claim that there is no reality other than the reality of the senses, the reality of the material world. In many ways this is an even greater mistake. After all, it’s one thing to be cautious and discerning when it comes to spiritual matters; it’s quite another to deny the existence of the spiritual realm altogether.

If we do that, we risk falling into what has been called the “superstition of materialism,” the myth that this world is made up of physical objects and nothing else; that everything in life—our thoughts, our emotions, our hopes, our ambitions, our passions, our memories, our philosophies, our politics, our beliefs in God and salvation and damnation—that all of this is purely the result of biochemical reactions and the movement of molecules in our brain. What nonsense!

We can’t reduce the whole of reality to what our senses tell us for the simple reason that our senses are notorious for lying to us. Our senses tell us that the world is flat, yet it’s not. Our senses tell us that the world is chaotic, yet we know that on both a micro and a macro level, it’s incredibly organized. Our senses tell us that we’re stationary, yet we’re really moving at dizzying speeds. Right now, for instance, you’re sitting down quietly reading this book; but did you know that you’re actually traveling at twenty thousand miles per hour? That’s the rate at which the earth and the entire galaxy are racing through space. Can you feel or see that motion in any way? Of course not. It’s completely invisible to your senses. In fact, the only reason that you’re not physically hurled into orbit right now is because another invisible force—gravity—is holding you in place. There are all kinds of unseen forces and laws that govern the universe. They’re all invisible—and they’re all very real.

The most important things in life can’t be seen with the eyes. Ideas can’t be seen. Love can’t be seen. Honor can’t be seen. This isn’t a new concept. Judaism and Christianity and Islam and Buddhism and Taoism have all taught for thousands of years that the highest forms of reality are invisible. God is invisible, and he created the universe. Our souls are invisible, and they give life to our bodies. Angels are invisible, and they’re the most powerful of God’s creatures.

Are these unseen realities difficult for us to grasp? Of course. When the alarm clock goes off in the morning and we stumble out of bed to shower and dress and go to work, it’s hard for us to focus on anything so intangible as the spiritual realm. After all, how can we hope to find an invisible God when we sometimes have trouble finding the milk in the refrigerator when it’s staring us right in the face? C. S. Lewis said that human beings find it almost impossible to “believe in the unfamiliar while the familiar is before their eyes.” One of the great psychological obstacles to having a strong faith is the very “ordinariness” of life.

In the first chapter of The Screwtape Letters, Lewis writes about the diabolical strategy that an invisible demon uses on an old, hardened atheist. The atheist, for the first time in his life, is starting to ask himself questions about the existence of God. The demon naturally wants to prevent this. But rather than waste his time arguing with the man about theology, the demon plants the suggestion in the atheist’s mind to go out and have some lunch. Once in the street, the atheist sees the newspaper boy and the taxis going by and a thousand other small details. With that healthy dose of “real life” he doesn’t even bother continuing his search for God. After all, in light of all those clear, crisp, ordinary realities, how could there be any such nebulous thing as metaphysical truth?

We face the same danger. Because we’re so familiar with desks and chairs and pots and pans and cell phones and video games, it can be a real challenge for us to think about spiritual matters. Our haunt detectors can become so dulled and rusty from disuse that they hardly register any kind of invisible activity except the most extraordinary. The end result is that, although we may not become full-fledged atheists, we can actually begin behaving as if we were. Without even realizing it, a giant gap can form between what we profess to believe and how we go about acting in our everyday lives.

We all know how true this is. We say we believe in the Bible and the moral law, but then we have trouble going even a few weeks without breaking most of the Ten Commandments. We say we believe in the power of prayer and God’s grace, but few of us actually turn to God unless we’re in some sort of a jam. We act this way partly because of human nature. But it’s also because the temptations we face seem so real, while the world of the spirit seems so hazy and unreal by comparison. In this hedonistic society of ours, in which we’re confronted every day by thousands of images designed to appeal to our sensual appetites, it’s very easy to be seduced. When a woman who loves chocolate passes a Godiva shop and sees a window full of delicious truffles, caramels, and other assorted treats, it’s hard for her to consider the spiritual value of fasting or the Christian belief that the body is the “temple of the Holy Spirit.” When a man with a healthy libido strolls down the streets of lower Manhattan on a sultry summer afternoon and is confronted by a parade of sexy, scantily clad women, it’s tough for him to think about formless beings like angels. What are visible to him at that moment—the shapely forms enticing his senses—are just too much for him to resist. The spiritual world doesn’t seem to stand a chance.

And that’s where this book comes in. What I’d like to do in the following pages is attempt to render that spiritual world a bit more clearly for you. I’d like to try to make the invisible realities that surround us just a little more visible. My hope is that, by doing this, these realities won’t seem so unfamiliar in the future. And the more familiar they are, the easier it will be to understand them and to have absolute faith in their existence. Once you’re armed with that kind of certitude, three things will naturally happen: (1) It will be easier for you to act in sync with your moral beliefs; (2) your life will be much fuller, richer, and more exciting than you ever imagined possible; and (3) no amount of suffering—physical, mental, or emotional—will ever be able to destroy the profound inner sense of peace that you’ll experience on a daily basis.

Big promises, I know. But that’s how important this subject is.

So how does one go about making the invisible visible? Well, as I said, there’s an extraordinarily rich theology from which we can draw. The traditional Judeo-Christian view of the invisible world has been largely displaced by a kind of fortune cookie philosophy of life that’s neither truly believable nor truly remarkable. Just browse through the New Age section of your local bookstore and you’ll see what I mean. This book is not going to be like that. It’s not going to be about vampires or gremlins or ghosts or leprechauns or psychics or poltergeists or palm readers or UFOs or fairies or the “Force.” This book is about reality—cold, hard reality.

In fact, one of the great things about the invisible realm is that you don’t have to be a “religious fanatic” or the follower of some cult to believe in it. You can be a level-headed pragmatist. You can be a realist. You can even be a cynic. You certainly don’t have to check your brains at the door before entering this world. And you don’t have to be afraid that deep thinking is going to nullify what you learn there. Indeed, everything we’re going to talk about in this book is based on solid theology, informed by common sense and logic, and backed up by biblical scholarship and the universal teaching of the Christian church over the past two thousand years.

No less a genius than Albert Einstein once said: “The most beautiful thing we can experience in life is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: for his eyes are closed.”

Too many people go through life today with their eyes closed. They miss out on the mysterious because they’re so fixated on what they can see and smell and touch and taste and hear. They’re so steeped in the “superstition of materialism” that they’re totally blind to the existence of another world—a world that is radically different from the one they’re familiar with, but a world nonetheless.

What kind of world is it? I’ve said that this book is not about make-believe; it’s not going to be some kind of Peter Pan–style fairy tale. Yet I’d be lying if I didn’t tell you that the hidden world God has created for us is more marvelous and exciting than a thousand Neverlands. It’s a world filled with miracles, a world in which all the actions you take and decisions you make have spiritual consequences—consequences that affect the lives of millions of human beings. A world in which the men and women you meet on the street are never “ordinary”—because they all have immortal, everlasting souls and are destined to be either saints in Heaven or the damned of hell. A world in which a deadly, invisible, and diabolical war has been raging for eons—a war infinitely more terrifying than any started by Hitler, Stalin, or Osama bin Laden. A world where the highest values are completely opposite those of our secular society—where weakness equals strength, sacrifice equals salvation, and suffering equals unlimited power. Finally, it’s a world in which you’re never really alone, for even when you’re by yourself watching TV or reading a book, taking a walk or sitting at the table having breakfast, you have company—because you’re surrounded by angels.

Let’s try for a few minutes to “see” this incredible world. Not with the eyes in your head, but with the eyes in your soul. All you really have to do is take a deep breath, shake off the stresses and cares that normally consume you, find a place where you can concentrate in quiet stillness, and do your best to keep an open mind. For just a little while, follow the biblical injunction to “walk by faith and not by sight.”

And if—as you’re reading—you happen to feel a tingle up your spine or experience the eerie sensation that something beyond your comprehension is taking place, don’t get alarmed. It’s just your haunt detector going off—telling you that the veil that has covered God’s hidden creation from time immemorial is being pulled back ever so slightly, allowing you a chance to peek inside.

Don’t be afraid to look. Believe me—you’ll be amazed by what you see.


CHAPTER 2

THE INVISIBLE GOD

[image: ] don’t know about you, but I’ve always had a tough time thinking about God. I’ve never known whether to picture him with the face of a benevolent old man, as Michelangelo painted him on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, or as a dazzling white light, with hundreds of warm rays streaming from the center of his formless Being, as he’s been described by some who have had near death experiences. Yes, I know that God is really neither of these things, but it helps to have a concrete image in your head, especially when you’re praying.

I’ve also had trouble coming to grips with God’s seemingly paradoxical “personality.” Maybe you can relate. On the one hand, we’ve been taught to think of God simply as our “Father,” as the one who created us and loves us. Indeed, we’ve heard over and over again that God is Love and God is Mercy. The Bible clearly says that human beings were made in the “image and likeness” of God. Therefore he must be a Being very much like us. He must be a Being we can understand and relate to, at least on some level. Conceived in this way, God can be extremely approachable. After all, what’s more natural than speaking to someone you have a lot in common with—or someone who loves you?

But there’s another way of looking at God. It’s not as intimate, and not as comforting—but it is equally valid. It’s possible to think of God as a Being who is so far above us as to be almost unfathomable and incomprehensible; as an entity so almighty, so all-knowing, and so totally different from us that it’s almost absurd to even try to understand his complexities.

Indeed, when you consider the amazing powers that are commonly attributed to God, as compared with the ridiculously limited and feeble abilities of human beings, it’s hard to imagine a greater contrast. It’s hard to imagine how we can even hope to grasp—with our tiny intellects—something as sublime and infinite as the mind of God.

There’s a wonderful story about Saint Augustine that illustrates this point well. The famous bishop of Hippo lived just before the fall of the Roman Empire. Today he’s considered one of the Fathers of the Christian Church. One day he was working on a book about the nature of God and was meditating on one of the greatest mysteries in all theology, namely, that God is a “trinity” of “persons”—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—and yet just one God.

Talk about a mystery! How can anything be three and one at the same time? Augustine racked his brains and pulled out his hair trying to make sense of this—but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get anywhere. So he did what a lot of us do when we have a problem we can’t solve—he decided to take a break. He decided to leave his dark, cramped room and clear his head by taking a walk on the beach, which happened to be just a short distance from his home.

But as Augustine strolled along the shoreline, occasionally gazing out at the immense ocean, he continued trying to figure out the mystery. How could God be three distinct entities yet only one? He looked up to the clear blue sky above him and prayed: “God, help me to understand you!”

Feeling somewhat better but still frustrated, Augustine breathed in the good salt air and kicked up the sand in front of him. Just then he saw a little boy in the distance, running back and forth to the water. He was intrigued by the boy, who seemed to be engaged in a very serious game.

The little boy had dug a hole in the sand a few feet from where the surf was breaking. Augustine saw that the boy would run frantically to the water, scoop some up in his hands, run back to the sand, and promptly pour the water into the hole he had dug. Then he would turn around, go back to the ocean, and do the very same thing again.

What could this crazy boy be doing? wondered Augustine. By this time, he had stopped walking and was only a few feet from the child. But the boy took no notice of him and continued running back and forth to the hole. Finally, Augustine could contain himself no longer and said: “Little boy, what in the world are you doing?” The boy smiled and responded, “Well, sir, I’ve dug this hole here, and I’m trying to fill it up with all the water in the ocean.” Augustine let out a hearty laugh, and said, “Boy, don’t you know that you can’t possibly fit the vast ocean into that tiny little hole!”

Then the boy stopped, looked directly into Augustine’s eyes, and said very slowly and clearly in his little boy’s voice: “And neither can you, Augustine, fit the vastness of God into your tiny little mind.”

And with that the boy suddenly disappeared. Augustine looked all around for him, but he was nowhere to be seen. He had vanished into thin air.

Now whether or not this story is true or just a legend isn’t that important—there’s a lot we can learn from it. For despite the fact that God is our “friend” and our “father,” he’s also as different from us as we are from the amoebas and the insects. No matter how smart we are or how much we study the Scriptures and theology, there’s a very definite limit to what we can “know” about God. In fact, God is so different from us that theologians have sometimes referred to him with the strange title “totally other.”

Totally other. This may seem a rather cold way of referring to God—and one that doesn’t inspire much trust or affection—but there’s a strong argument to be made that we really need to focus more on this “strangeness” and “otherness” of God—especially at this time in history. For we live in a very informal age—an age of extreme “familiarity.” Indeed, nothing in our society is unfamiliar to us anymore. As a people we’ve grown so smart and smug. It’s not so much that we’re more intelligent than those who lived before us—we’re not—it’s that we think we have access, through technology and the Internet, to all human knowledge, indeed, to most (if not all) of the secrets of the universe.

The problem is that the old cliché about familiarity breeding contempt is just as valid when we apply it to God. We’ve all heard the complaint that “nothing is sacred anymore.” In past decades this may have been an exaggeration. But what reasonable person could possibly deny its truth today? What reasonable person could possibly deny that God is more maligned and mocked now than at any time in recent history?

Bear in mind I’m not talking about Christians. I’m talking about God himself. Just spend a few minutes listening to the radio or watching TV. Hardly an hour will go by without God’s name being “taken in vain.” And that’s the least of the offenses. Nothing pertaining to God—not faith, not the Bible, not the Church—is safe from frequent and venomous verbal assaults. The truth is that God just isn’t given the respect today that he once was accorded—by either believers or nonbelievers.

Of course, there are many reasons for this—it’s not just simple “familiarity.” One obvious cause is that we’ve become a much more secular and atheistic society and just don’t care as much about God and all his “rules.” Another is that there really is a spiritual battle going on between the forces that are aligned with God and the invisible “powers and principalities” that Saint Paul spoke so famously about. That’s a subject we’ll come back to later on.

But for now it’s important to understand that because God is so ignored and disrespected today, it’s more critical than ever before that we reflect on those qualities of his that are not so familiar to us. It’s more critical than ever before that we think about those divine attributes that inspire in us not only a feeling of love but a feeling of awe. It’s more critical than ever before that we discuss what is unfathomable and incomprehensible about God—and not dwell exclusively on the fact that he is so close to us.

And what are these incomprehensible qualities of God?

The most obvious is that he’s invisible. He is totally undetectable, unobservable, and imperceptible to
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