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In the 2000 presidential election, I voted for George W. Bush... it was one of the worst mistakes I’ve ever made outside of my personal life. I bought into the idea that all we needed, now that the country was in good financial shape for the first time in my life, was lower taxes and we’d be in a new golden age. I really though the Republican Party was still the same one I’d tacitly considered my party for a long time.

Twenty-four-year-old Josh was a fucking moron.

I was ignorant of the influence of corporations and the religious right. I didn’t understand that W wasn’t going to be my president, but instead he was going to be the Figure Head In Chief while the country was ruled by

What you are about to read are a series of essays written between June 2013 and November 2014. The first is a work of hope and optimism for the future while the ending is a dramatic gut check on how things can go so wrong so fast. 

I don’t know what you will get out of this collection if anything, but I hope you go in with an open mind. I make no claims to a predetermined narrative in these works. Any point you glean in your reading is entire of your own fabrication, but I appreciate it nevertheless.

After each essay, there will be a small blurb concerning my current thoughts on whatever the subject discussed are. Also at the very end, I will provide you with some of my closing thoughts.
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- Josh (December 1, 2015)
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I’ve been called the most depressing optimist in the entire world. No matter how bad things are I really truly at a depth of my liver believe things will; get better. That being said as my friend and former boss once said, “Josh projects a sphere of stay the fuck away.”

I decided to do a new edition of this book for one reason. I’ve written a lot more on politics and religion since the first edition was published in 2015. With the rise of the extreme right and their coalescence around Donald J. Trump, I have become more frantic and concerned about the direction our country. 

We as a people need to really consider the consequences of our words and actions on the next generation.

- Josh (November 1, 2016)
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Prologue 

I Was That Guy
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There’s a narrative being spewed in the media that race relations are at an all-time low point. This is bullshit. Any of us who live in the real world can see this. Because of that, I am glad Donald J. Trump is running for Head Oompa-Loompa, I mean President of the United States.

Why?

Because it’s like a massive black light was mounted on the moon and has been blasted across the breadth and width of America. We can see all of the fecal, urine, and semen stains no matter how hard people have worked to scrub them from existence. We’ve learned that people we’ve known all of our lives, and honestly thought we knew to the core, are really miserable dipshits. We’ve had our collective eyes opened and no matter what happens next, closing them again will be nigh on impossible. This is a great thing, and I truly believe in the end we will be better off as a people and a nation.

But... Isn’t there always a but and not even a cute one either?

Any of us with a trace of internal morality have been forced to acknowledge that we are also in our own ways just as flawed as the asshats we call friends and family. We’ve had to admit, at least in our secret hearts, that everyone has a tendency towards racism, classism, and bigotry. All of us have judged someone on their race, religion, nationality, class, gender, or sexual orientation. We’ve all done it even if we won’t admit it and you know what? That makes us human.

I’m not saying it’s okay or that we’re excused from our transgressions. What I am saying is we need to know none of us are innocent and that what we need to do is work extra hard to learn and to pass what we learn on to our children and the next generation as a whole. 

I know it works because I was that guy.

I was raised with two very different views on humanity. I’m not going to name names and point fingers, but from many people in my family I was taught that unless you were a straight, white, Christian, middle-class American you were crap. I was taught poor, ethnic, welfare, drug users were the reason we were poor white trash. The faggots, the spics, the niggers, the Muslims, the atheists, and the godless pinko Commies were the enemy, and we should never lift a finger to support them.

Thankfully this train of thought was countered by a very small segment of my family. My mother, father, and grandmothers being paramount in standing against these thoughts. I was taught to judge people by who they are inside not what they are outside.

Sounds stupid simple but it’s the truth.

Now for the honesty. I went through my angry white man period. 

From the age of twenty until about twenty-eight I blamed the system because I couldn’t get ahead. Instead of looking at the big picture, I blamed my fellow poor - especially the non-whites - for my inability to support my family. I was convinced, with no proof at all, that they were taking all the jobs and resources from the rest of us real Americans. Because things were difficult for me and mine, I wanted to lash out and blame everyone else for what was in reality just the way this broken system works. I am ashamed to admit Josh in his twenties would’ve been a die hard Trumpeter.

What happened?

I can tell you exactly what happened. I was shopping at a thrift store—ironically I was ashamed of that back then, and now I love the thrift shop - much love Macklemore - and found one of those confederate flag t-shirts stating some bullshit about how I’ll wear my colors if you wear yours. I bought the thing and wore it home proudly. Just imagine a fat, Irish-American Michigander with his used confederate flag t-shirt—I couldn’t make that up for a story.

What an asshole.

Later that evening my mother stopped by and saw me in the shirt. She didn’t say anything; she didn’t have too. My mother, who despite all her flaws did her best for us, the woman who raised me to see people as people, and the woman who was one of the first people I came out to as a bi-sexual was ashamed of me.

I threw the rag away that night.

Did things change automatically? Of course not, this is real life, not a TV sitcom. But as the years passed I made an effort to examine my flaws and to take steps to rectify them. This eventually lead to me admitting my mental illness in my mid-thirties, which in turn helped me closer examine my flaws and so and so forth.

What is my point in all of this?

Self-improvement isn’t a sprint boils and ghouls; it’s a marathon, and it’s one worth running.
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​Part 1

Ding Dong DOMA is Dead!
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This morning the United States Supreme Court struck down the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) as discriminatory towards homosexual. They also punted the California Prop 8 Appeal back to the state, but that has fewer relevancies to me. This has been an amazing day to be an American, for the first time in a very long time I feel proud of something my government has done. 

Except for Scalia, he is a fucking monster.

I have been watching the slow progress of this case from the initial levels all of the way to the SCOTUS. It has held my interest like the best episodes of the X-Files or Lost. But I have chosen to remain silent until now. Tt is usually against my policy to engage in political or religious debates online.

They serve little purpose.

Some of you may be asking yourself, “Why are you writing about this Josh? What does this have to do with you and your freewheeling life?”

Just in case I have yet to make this clear in all of my interactions over the last year allow me to repeat this loud and clear so there is no mistake.

...Ahem...

Hi, my name is Josh Hilden, and I am a Bisexual American happily married to the love of my life. An amazing woman named Karen.

I have covered a lot of this in my series of Journal Essays entitled “A Cautious Descent into Respectability” last year, so I am not going to go over the details again. But I will give you an abbreviated rundown.

I have known I liked fellas and girls since I was about six. My first girl kiss was at five, and my first boy kiss was at six. I kept all of this to myself until I was sixteen and tried to kill myself when the opening salvos of my continuing war with Bi-Polar disorder were fired. I told my therapist, one of my best friends, my father, and my mother. The parental units did not handle it well. I have “Dated” fellas in the past, and I had one serious boyfriend. I loved him as much as you can love someone at seventeen. I kept it all to myself for many years.

Let me put that is perspective for you. That was in 1993, do you really think in those years I was too anxious to “Out” myself? Call me a coward if you want, but I was already short, fat, geeky, and blind in one eye. I don’t think there was any need to hear the word “Faggot” slung at me as well.

I was ready to settle for a safe relationship with a girl when I met Karen. A relationship with her was far from safe, nine years older than me with three kids it was a scary proposition for a nineteen-year-old boy. It was a leap of faith.

I have never regretted taking that leap.

Going on eighteen years of being together and seventeen years of marriage I am happier and more fulfilled now than at any other time in my life. I am pushing against the wall of my fortieth year and for the first time, the very idea of the second half of my life doesn’t scare me. It excites me and inspires me to new heights of creativity.

So I have been asked many variations of this question, “Josh, you live a normal life. Why do you need to tell people that you find some guys attractive?”

My answer is always a variation of, “Because you felt the need to ask me that question.” This has not been fun, and there have been painful consequences.

I have been disowned by family members.

I have been told I should be ashamed of myself for sharing who I am.

I have lost friends.

It has hurt my wife that I kept this from her for so many years. Although in the end our journey has been strengthened rather than damaged. But it kills me that she felt pain because of this.

This is who I am. 

This is who I have always been. 

I refuse to be ashamed. 

I refuse to hide.

Today the government of the United States of America took the first truly substantive step toward full equality for those of us who look like everyone else and are hated for wanting what the heart wants. We hurt no one. We ask only for the same rights as every other American.

Today I take a few moments to remember the boy who made me happy when I was younger and to praise the woman who loves me unconditionally. I am stronger for being open about who I am, not WHAT I am because what I am is the same thing the rest of you are.

I am a person.

*Post-2014 Elections: DOMA may be well and truly dead, but I think the victory lap may have been a little premature. The 6th circuit court smacked down the overturning of the gay marriage ban in the Midwest, and it looks like it’ll be heading to the Supreme Court next year.
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Part 2

I looked for God and Found Faith Instead
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Hi, my name is Josh, and I am an Atheist, and that’s okay.

I need to preface this with a disclaimer. I in no way hate or look down on people who have a true and honest religious faith. By this I mean people who have no desire to use faith and religion to hate, abuse, exclude, or harm other people in the name of their God. People who use religion to justify fucking over other people can go to hell (irony intended). Thankfully I have actually met very few people in my life that fit this repugnant classification. I know many people who use their faith and religion for positive and progressive reasons. I respect people who gather honest and pure joy from their faith and use it to make the world a better place.

I also need to add that I have just as much disdain for Atheists and Agnostics who treat people of faith like idiot children. Nobody can KNOW if there is a god, or an afterlife, or a magical world just beyond our ability to perceive. I will be the first to admit that I do not know, I just know that I do not believe in a singular being that looks down on all of us and controls the universe. I believe there may be life forms or entities more highly evolved than we are, in fact, I think in the vastness of the multiverse that this is a given. But they are not god, they are not gods, and they are not in control of my life. I do not know what comes after death, but I do believe that it is likely that the human consciousness transcends the physical world in some way. I don’t think we ascend to heaven if we are good and descend to hell if we are bad.

But the minorities of believers and non-believers happen to be the most vocal. And they happen to be the most offensive.

When I was little, I loved Jesus. I loved the church. I was a vessel filled with faith and the light of the lord. My great grandmother was the one who took me to church, and she was the one who told me the stories. One of my most treasured memories from childhood was sitting on my Great Grandma Kathy’s lap while she read to me from an ancient cream colored leather bound bible. I have never seen one like it since I was a kid. The book was filled with beautifully painted illustrations and more importantly maps of the biblical world. It was those maps that gave me my love of geography, and it was the stories my grandmother told me which infused me with love for history that has permeated my life ever since.

I was a child of the lord. I would spend my Sundays in church classes doing crafts and learning morals and values. I sang the songs, and I acted in the plays. I would spend my summers LOVING Vacation Bible School and being filled with love and the light of the Lord.

My family, my mom’s family not my fathers, is very Baptist. My father’s family is tangentially Catholic, but my Dad and my Paternal Grandmother left their faith long before I was born. I was baptized Lutheran as a compromise between my Great Grandmothers. Ironically I have worked for a Lutheran institution for the last four years. I don’t tell them I was baptized in their faith in the years before my memory coalesced. I was raised in the Baptist church for about nine years. I am not going to lie. Those were good years, and I loved my time in the church.

When I was approximately nine, my family splintered from our church.

I will name no names in this tale.

Nearly my entire family attended the same church. It was the same church my great grandmother had attended for decades. One summer, I think it was summer, but I could be wrong. I am nearly forty cut me a fucking break. One summer my cousin got pregnant at the age of fourteen. If this happened now, it would not be much of a big deal, but in the mid-1980’s it was a major scandal in the family and in the church. 

I wasn’t there when it happened, but I have heard the tale from several family members over the years. During the service, the Pastor called my cousin up to the front of the church. I can only think that my family assumed that the Pastor was going to offer the support and love of the congregation after all, isn’t that what Jesus would do?

That is not what happened.

My cousin and my family were humiliated. The Pastor made her stand in front of all of those judgmental motherfuckers and our family and apologize for being a whore. That may not have been the exact wording, but that is what it amounted to. In the parlance of today, the Pastor of our church Slut Shamed my terrified cousin in front of everyone.

Evil mother fucker.

I did not lose my faith because of that. I was too young at the time to understand what had happened. All I knew was that my great grandmother, one of the kindest and gentlest people I have ever known, left her church and never went back. It didn’t sunder my faith then and there, but it was the incident that lodged seeds of doubt in my mind and heart.

As I got older, I grew farther from the church. I could not reconcile what I had been taught as a child to what I learned as I grew. I am a man who is fundamentally curious, and when I was in high school, I read and watched everything on religion I could get my hands on. Remember kids there was really no internet in those days. The more I learned, the more questions I had, the more questioned I got answered, the more doubts I developed.

I can’t tell you when the break finally happened, but I know it was after the birth of my first child (bio child) and before the birth of my second child. There was no EVENT, and there was no MOMENT I just knew one day that I what I believed in was the strength of the human heart and the power of the human mind, not the powers of some man in the sky. Later as I accepted my sexuality, my feelings on the rights of women, and my acceptance that organized religion has done a lot of damage to match the admitted good religious INDIVIDUALS have accomplished I knew I could never believe in a god again.

These are a few of the things I have come to believe as a man.


	I believe in the goodness of the human heart.

	I believe in the cleverness and power of the human mind.

	I believe there is an answer to every question.

	I believe there is a solution to every problem.

	I believe the capacity for evil in the human heart is as real as the capacity for good.

	I believe in the laughter of children.

	I believe in the loyalty of dogs.

	I believe in the honesty of cats.

	I believe in the vileness of clowns.

	I believe Science.

	I believe in art.

	I believe in hard work.

	I believe I could possibly be wrong and that the Westboro fuckers will all be laughing while we burn in a lake of fire... unlikely but anything is possible.



I am not a militant atheist. I don’t think that the world would be better without faith. But I do not need or want organized religion of any kind dictating my life or the lives of anyone else, both believers and nonbelievers alike. Men and women decided what is right and what is wrong. We decide how to live our lives and not some man in the sky.

And if I am wrong and there is an all knowing God?

I doubt he or she would approve the public Slut Shaming of a scared fourteen-year-old girl.

*Post-2014 Elections: If anything I’m a stronger Atheist than I was when I wrote this. I am a proud Agnostic Atheist, and I’ve never been clearer in my beliefs. 
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Part 3

This Things I Believe


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


I have been asked what I believe on a variety of subjects since I decided to “Slit my Belly” and empty the contents onto the docks of the internet. In case you don’t get that reference because you were born after 1990, it’s an allusion to the original Jaws... fuck I’m old. Also, the title of this essay is likewise a pop culture reference, though a bit more current than one of Richard Dreyfuss and Roy Scheider searching the guts of a shark for the remains of a little boy and finding a license plate from Louisiana instead.

When I have refused to give my opinion or GASP refused to debate the answers some individuals have gotten irritable. All I can say about this is that I am not asking you to believe the things I believe, why do I have to believe the things you believe? I mean seriously kids getting pissed at somebody’s ideas and beliefs because they are different than yours but are not hurting anyone is really fucking stupid.

But Josh what are these salacious beliefs? 

Calm the fuck down I’m getting to it.

Religiously I am somewhere between an atheist and an agnostic. 

I can’t say I am truly an atheist because I want to believe in magic, I want to believe in a metaphysical world that we just have yet to penetrate. I want to believe that there are more highly evolved creatures in the universe than us. But that is not to say I want to believe in a God. I don’t, at least not as God had been presented by any of the major monotheistic religions. That God more often than not seems to be a creature of hate and exclusion at worst and a being of contradiction and confusion at best.

What really irks me is that the idea of a kind and loving god sounds like a good thing. But what even the best of religions appear to offer is a form of “Do this the way I tell you to, or I will damn you to hell and take away your desert” or some other variation. All religions, to me, are tools people (mostly men) use to control the masses and accumulate wealth and power. I am sure there are exceptions to that statement, but on the whole, that is religion to me.

For that reason, I do not debate religion, and I do not accept religious reasons and justifications as valid in debates. If you think that I should be killed, pitied, excluded, or damned to hell because I have been attracted to men, then you and I are never going to see eye to eye on anything of substance. I will give more thoughts on religion at the end of this essay when I provide a more specific list of the things I believe.

Moving on.

Freedom seems to be a word every wants to coop for their own purposes. Freedom and politics are so tightly intertwined in this country that I am not sure we know the difference anymore between our basic freedoms and the bullshit we are force fed by the corporations and politicians. I can’t really pick a political allegiance anymore. I used to consider myself either a Liberal Republican (believe it or not kids that creature used to exist) or a Conservative Democrat. I can’t call myself a Libertarian because I only agree with about fifty percent of what they claim to believe in. The same goes for the Socialists and the Greenies. I suppose I would consider myself an Independent, but that feels more and more like a copout. I generally don’t talk about these things online because I get really fucking tired of people arguing minutia and semantics. I have actually had my opinions changed on occasion by a well reasoned and politely delivered argument. What I can’t deal with is the growing number of jackholes who scream some variation of...

“I AM SO SICK AND TIRED OF YOU FUCKIGN MORONS WHO DON’T AGREE WITH ME! JUST DO WHAT I WANT, AND EVERYTHING WILL BE OKAY YOU STUPID ASSHOLES!”

Seriously how the hell are you supposed to even have a conversation with these people? Maybe I’m just too old and should shut my mouth, but I can’t understand, respect, or even tolerate the opinions of these blowhards.

I guess I am dancing around the real point of this essay, to make a list of the things I truly believe and put it out there, so there are no more questions. Some of these opinions may be diametrically opposed to one another, and all I can say is that real life is messy and the numbers in the ledger never balance. So with that in mind here I go, in no particular order and zero organization. I make no apologies for these beliefs. They are mine, and if you don’t like them, the door is right behind you.


	I believe that people should be able to make their own decisions as long as they are not overtly hurting others.

	I believe that men and women are equal in that their unique pros and cons balance each other out.

	I believe that as long as it’s consensual and children are not involved in any way, what adults do in their beds, or anywhere else in their homes, is nobody else’s fucking business.

	I believe that as long as I have not committed a felony or been diagnosed with a dangerous psychiatric disorder, I can own a damn gun or ten if I want.

	I believe in background checks for gun ownership for EVERYONE.

	I believe all Americans should have equal, competitive, and fair access to Healthcare and Education. Let me spell it out so there are no questions I believe that the government that we pay taxes to should provide one hundred percent coverage for health care and education.

	I believe in a strong, well trained and supplied, but not bloated military. 

	I believe a woman should have access to all forms of contraception.

	I believe women should have full access to abortions before twenty weeks and that there should be exceptions for medical reasons after that.

	I believe that Religious organizations should be tax-free but that they have to spend the money they take in on good works and not horde it away or pay themselves millions of dollars.

	I believe all mentions of religion must be removed from the government.

	I believe citizens should pay fair taxes and by fair, I mean the rich should have to pay more, and that corporation should actually have to pay their fucking taxes.

	I believe that corporations are NOT PEOPLE and should not have RIGHTS.

	I believe there should be zero corporate money in politics.

	I believe the uber rich run the world and they do not give a flying fuck about any of us.

	I believe that Obama is a good man and a bad President... I also feel the same way about GW Bush.

	I believe Michigan is the most beautiful place I have ever seen.
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