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			Singer, Songwriter, Poet

			The title 

			Dance with Angels 

			was inspired by TobMac’s beautiful song

			21 Years.

		

	
		

		
			Our Journey Forward After Loss

			Thank you for taking this journey and purchasing Dance with Angels, a story of dealing with grief and discovery, to compare different beliefs and understand what happens after a loved one dies. In doing so, I hope you find a belief, as I did, that will help overcome some of your grief and suffering.

			We all face the same destiny with death when we lose people we love and care for. Have you ever wondered what happens after we die or whether our loved ones are really in a better place? I wanted to know if we truly Dance with Angels after we die, or if we simply disappear. Is there no afterlife, no transfer of energy, and no reincarnation, or is there a destiny we can believe in with a degree of conviction?

			Many people rely on a belief structure to help them with this dilemma without genuinely understanding the realities and truth behind what they grab onto. Others, like me and possibly you, want more information, answers, and proof before deciding on this lifelong mystery.

			Losing my amazing 20-year-old son to preventable death caused by wrongdoing and insurance fraud left me devastated for years.

			

			After his death and the initial wave of emotions, unanswered questions, and disbelief subsided, I wanted to find a way to ease the pain and grief. I embarked on a search for a belief structure and a sense of community that could support me and give me some reason for living. However, I was also determined not to just grasp the most straightforward answer to help me through the darkness — a belief in God and a religious doctrine that tells me, He went to heaven and is in a better place. I needed more…

			I wanted to solve the mystery of what happened to my lovely boy’s energy, love, and spirit and come up with the most plausible explanation of what happens when our spirit and body part ways. 

			I needed to find something that I could believe in. I have, and I hope you do as well.

		

	
		
			The News

			Flying for a living can be a lonely game. Glamorous to some, yes. But to the seasoned pilot who’s been around the world hundreds of times, the 17-odd days on the road each month away from your family seem to grow longer as your career folds itself into the fourth decade of disturbed sleep and hours of monotony interrupted by very brief periods of intense focus. Mainly, life as an international pilot involves many intervals of fatigue and loneliness in foreign lands, with layovers in hotel rooms far away from family and friends.

			It was a freezing cold day on December 31st, 2016, when I arrived in Anchorage, Alaska, from a trip to China via Australia. For the first time in at least 15 years, I’d missed Christmas with my children. I was comforted that my son, Harrison, was safe in a Los Angeles rehab facility after three weeks of total sobriety. He had one more week before he would be attending his dream music school in LA. 

			My daughter, Jacqueline, was in Tahoe skiing with friends. Still, I wanted to get back to San Francisco as soon as possible, so after four hours of sleep in a hotel, I jumped on a midnight flight out of Anchorage to San Francisco via Seattle, arriving early on the morning of January 1st, 2017. Once again, I was fatigued and looking forward to getting home and sleeping in a familiar bed.

			

			Only a few minutes from my house, sometime around 9 am, I stopped at a Starbucks for coffee and took a bathroom break. In that neon-lit bathroom surrounded by the stench of disinfectant and blinding light, I, like many other people who suffer sudden loss, received a call that changed my life forever. I’ll never forget that room or the call. It was my ex-wife, Gail. Through her sobbing pain and gasps of air, I heard the words…

			“Harrison is dead.”

			For the first few minutes after the terrible news of Harrison’s death, I was overcome with total disbelief and confusion. All I could say was, “No.” There was no rational thought. It was simply a refusal to believe. I asked questions, but the answers weren’t sinking in. Again, the word “No” kept coming out of my mouth. A surreal “No,” as if I’d disconnected from my life and was no longer a part of the scene around me.

			You know this feeling if you’ve experienced the crippling shock of receiving an unexpected message that you’ve lost a child or somebody you deeply love. It’s like the mind fogginess when you awaken from a dream. Confusion and an inability to figure out what’s happening overwhelms your ability to think. As TobyMac says in the lyrics of 21 Years says… “My heart was shattered in a thousand ways.” The realisation of that sets in later, after the initial shock and denial hits you, but when I first heard the devastating news, my reaction was more physical and one that can better be described as a case of mental shock. Initially, all I could do was shake my head in confusion, cry, try to breathe, and utter “No” over and over.

			

			Finally, I was able to say to Gail, who was still crying on the phone, “He’s only 20, healthy, in love, happy, and safe. How can he be dead? It just isn’t possible. There must be some mistake—a mistake! It can’t be real. I want to see him and make sure it’s Harrison. It can’t be him!”

			She, too, was overcome with confusion and pain. “They won’t let us see him,” she said.

			I wanted to be with him so desperately, to hold him and make sure it was him they were talking about. It seemed so impossible to fathom.

			As I was speaking to Gail, I noticed an incoming call from Jacqueline and declined it. “We can’t tell her until we’re sure,” I thought. Neither of us could believe this was real, much less tell our daughter the news. I declined the call a second time. Then Jacqueline called back a third time.

			“She must know,” I said to Gail, “but how?” Taking a deep breath, I answered. I was scared to speak, but before I could even try, Jacqueline said, “It’s not true, is it? Harrison’s okay, right?”

			Jacqueline had received a notification and a picture of her dead brother over a social media platform before we could even tell her.

			Harrison’s girlfriend from the rehab facility, whom he’d fallen so desperately in love with, had just posted a picture of Harrison, dead, with the byline, My boyfriend has just died.

			Of course, I didn’t go home. Jacqueline was our first concern. With insufficient sleep and exhausted, I immediately began the four-hour drive from that fateful Starbucks near Mill Valley to Lake Tahoe to be with her and hold her. As much for myself as for her, I suppose. We needed to bear the terrible shock together. 

			I felt an urgency to fix this, do anything I could, and act, but all I could do was drive to be with my daughter. When you receive news of a terrible loss, you reach immediately for those closest to you. My need to be with my lovely daughter was so overwhelming that overcoming my exhaustion, shock, and pain wasn’t an issue. After having had only four hours of sleep in the last 24 hours, having been up all the previous day and the night before, working and travelling to get home, I immediately started driving to Lake Tahoe to be with my poor daughter. We were both in shock! 

			Not long after lunchtime on January 1st, I pulled up to the motel where Jacqueline was staying in Tahoe and determined to hold it together for a while, at least long enough to let her know that there was a rock she could cling to. 

			Little did she know that her rock of a father was teetering on a cliff of despair. I got out of my car, and she came out of her room to greet me. We just held each other and cried.

			It was over a month before they let us see Harrison’s body because of the investigation into his death. Let me tell you, the morgue is nothing like you see in the movies—at least not the morgue in Orange County, where they investigate over a hundred deaths each week. I assume the bodies of loved ones are taken to the morgue and can’t be claimed by their child, husband, or other loved one for logistical reasons until the coroner releases them, which can take weeks. It hurts deeply to be separated at such a terrible time.

			

			Initially, all I wanted was to be with him. To see if this terrible dream was real. To tell him I love him and hold his hand. To be next to him one more time!

		

	
		
			The Trauma of Sudden Loss

			If you haven’t experienced it yourself, the only way I can describe that initial, terrible feeling of sudden traumatic loss would be to ask you to imagine you are swimming in the ocean. Suddenly, a massive shark takes you. Your body is gone in a moment, and your mind can still think, but nothing else is left of you. You are confused and can’t feel anything except a sense of devastating nothingness that surrounds you. That’s the feeling I experienced for weeks.

			After writing the paragraph above, I researched it, and it seems that feelings of unreality, guilt, helplessness, and meaninglessness are all very common responses to a sudden traumatic event. It goes without saying that there is also a terrific amount of crying, sadness, depression, and anger. Many more typical reactions, responses, and ways to help you cope are available at medical.mit.edu1 (see link in footnotes). We have also created access to this information on our resources page at LighthouseLaneBooks.com/pages/resources

			Cry for as long as you want. Try to go through it and not around it. That route will often be the fastest to recovery. I, for one, felt that my entire life was crushed. If you are reading this book, you may have experienced the same feeling. Indeed, when faced with loss, it is common to feel like your life is over. We lose total perspective and feel hopeless and lost.

			Sadly, no matter how terrible and devastating the feeling of traumatic loss is, sooner or later, there will be times when you have to face the grief by yourself. However, it doesn’t have to defeat you. I found that surrounding myself with community a belief, purpose, and compassion for myself and others really helps.

			

			
				
						1	MIT Health, “FAQ: Common Reactions to Traumatic Events,” MIT Health, April 21, 2025, https://health.mit.edu/faqs/faqs-about-mental-health.


				

			

		

	
		
			Cold Encounter

			When, after weeks of waiting, I finally saw Harrison again—this time in the funeral home. He lay on a gurney, a white sheet over his entire body except for his face and lovely flowing hair. His arms and hands were free of the shroud and lay folded peacefully across his chest. Another smaller cloth covered his forehead, which I suspect hid ugly scars from the coroner’s examination.

			Standing there, frozen in that cold and solemn room of the funeral home, I knew immediately that what I was looking at was not my son Harrison. This was just Harrison’s body. Harrison’s life force was so bright and full of energy... and that energy, spirit, soul, or whatever you want to call it, must have gone somewhere! Did it go back into the earth and the air around us, or to some higher plane—an ethereal location called heaven, or perhaps it had started on a beautiful journey and eventual rebirth into another living thing? 

			Over time after that cold encounter with the reality of death and seeing my sons lifeless body covered by a sheet, it became apparent to me that I needed to answer those questions to help overcome the depth of my own despair and start on some sort of road to recovery.

			Determined not to grasp onto the most convenient answer without a fundamental belief structure to support it, I decided to investigate the various possibilities and try to come to a likely conclusion as to what happened to my beautiful boy after he left his body. I knew Harrison was not lying in front of me that day in the funeral home. It was not possible that so much love, energy, passion, enthusiasm, and creative energy had simply disappeared!

			“Perhaps the fundamental beliefs of the main religions would help me get through this?” And if so…
Which Religion or Scientific Belief, Should I Have Faith In, If Any? 

			Are any spiritual beliefs more than just words and fables or ancient belief structures without proof? I had no plan or belief system when I started this journey. Hopefully, comparing the summaries of views on death by various religions that I researched to prepare this book will help you decide what resonates with you and provide some sense of support, as it did for me.

		

	
		
			Three Possibilities

			As part of my journey, I discovered there are only three possible outcomes following death: Either…

			

			
					
The soul or spirit of our loved one is in another realm and can see us and our pain.


			

			(If this is the case, ask yourself, would they want you to be in pain?)

			
					
Our loved one’s soul or spirit is in some other realm and cannot see us or how we long to hold them again.


			

			(If this is the situation, only you feel this suffering. The person you lost does not know how you feel. They are gone, and all the pain we feel will not bring them back, and you are only hurting yourself.)

			
					Or—the genuine possibility—our loved one has ceased to exist. There’s no spirit world, no heaven, no reincarnation. However, the energy that was the person you loved is now part of the infinite energy around us.

			

			(Is this such a terrible option?)

		

	
		
			It Doesn’t Really Matter, Tim!

			About three and a half years after my son died, I slowly started to put my life together again. Part of my process was listening to an educational or positive podcast every day to help me climb out of my darkness and live life with more purpose. On one of those podcasts, Deepak Chopra, during an interview with Oprah Winfrey, talked about dealing with trauma and past hardship, and what he said struck a chord. It goes something like this:

			The past is the past; the future hasn’t happened yet, and for now, I choose joy.2

			In an attempt to find that joy again, I moved to Sydney, Australia, and started dating a wonderful woman named Rici, who became my best friend. Although I didn’t have a tremendous amount of money, I took 80% of it and purchased a small holiday rental unit that could generate a modest retirement income. With most of the remainder, I bought a little 16-year-old, 32-foot Halvorsen motor cruiser to spend time out on Sydney’s beautiful harbour when the rental unit was occupied. 

			Buying a boat is not an investment strategy I would recommend, but… 

			After a loss, it makes sense to be kind to yourself.

			I wanted to replenish my spirit, and being on the water has always done that for me. We are not all lucky enough to afford a little boat, but I suspect that any lake or stream around sunset will work just as well… without the stress of monthly bills that come with a boat!

			During one excursion on a lovely Spring day on my boat, Rici and I picked up an old friend to join us for a few hours of cruising around beautiful Sydney Harbour. Our guest, Tim, was a knowledgeable and witty PR guy who knew everything about everybody in Sydney. During the conversation over the ensuing beer or two, Tim pointed out to Rici all the waterfront mansions around us in this costly section of Sydney that had a story—how many millions this person had paid or how that person had spent $100 million on a bunch of adjoining blocks so he could knock down the houses and build a mega-mansion. As we travelled around the salubrious foreshore of Sydney’s Eastern suburbs, Tim would point and say things like, “That place was purchased by the Chinese guy for $65 million and is abandoned.” And so the stories of gratuitous wealth went on and on. It was fascinating that the two of them were so intrigued by tales of excessive opulence, and I wasn’t. Eventually, I wondered why I had no interest in what they said, and then…I suddenly realised their fascination with wealth repulsed me. 

			The afternoon went on, and after an hour or two of listening to their adoration over modern-day excesses of the super-rich, we finally dropped Tim off and puttered my little blue boat through the choppy waves of lovely Sydney Harbour westward toward another wonderful crimson sunset…something that felt much more valuable to me than the waterside mansion my friends admired so much.

			Later that night, when I was by myself, I thought about what had happened. During the interaction on the boat, a part of me just wanted to blurt out what I was actually thinking—to try and explain that, from my newly found perspective, none of what they found so compelling really mattered in the grand scheme of life. I didn’t, but even if I had shared my thoughts, I don’t think they would have really understood. 

			Very few people, if any, can truly understand the magnitude and impact of loss and the need to reevaluate what is truly important in life until they experience that loss for themselves.

			

			I had also been interested in all that stuff before Harrison died, but now, listening to them, I realised a door had closed inside me. The language of wealth and status, which I once understood, now sounded foreign. It wasn’t their fault; it was my world that had changed. Rici and Tim had not done anything wrong, of course. This was all about my perception of their conversation. It was not because I didn’t have all the money that those people in the mansions did. That I knew. Once, I may have aspired to those road signs of wealth and achievement, but I no longer did. It was also not because the stories were boring; they weren’t. It was simply that…

			None of that information was interesting because nothing matters after you have lost a child or someone who was a large part of you. Indeed, one thing I can tell you is that the size or position of your house or the amount of money or power you hold makes absolutely no difference in your new reality. Financial achievement is insignificant once you have enough to put a roof over your head, feed your loved ones, and enjoy some small luxuries like going out to a restaurant or being on a little boat or beach surrounded by the beautiful wealth of golden sands, a warm sea, children, family, and good friends.

			My experience of losing Harrison had put life in perspective for me.

			Beyond meeting our basic needs, nothing in life matters except connection, consciousness, and love.

			Most material desires beyond our basic requirements are just a way to fill what Victor Frankl3 describes in his well-known book, Man’s Search for Meaning,4 as our existential void, which, poorly paraphrased by me, is the space between where we currently are emotionally and spiritually and where we’d be if we reached our full potential as a human being. In this profoundly insightful book, which has sold over 12 million copies, Frankl eloquently explains… (Paraphrased)

			Often, we strive for an excess of money, power, or sex to fill the gap between where we are and what we would be doing if we could follow and achieve our bliss, purpose, and meaning in life. He also draws the direct correlation between our happiness and if we have found meaning in what we do and how we live. When you have lost somebody who felt like they were a part of you and gave you significant meaning—
what then?

			Later that same year, and partly because she sensed my deep, lingering sadness and a sorrow I could not heal, Rici, whom I loved deeply, moved on. She was fundamentally a good woman, but one of her parting gifts to me was to say (in a less than kind manner), “Do you know how hard it is to deal with someone sad and grieving? It isn’t easy!”

			

			She was right, of course, but her statement made me realise that she lacked the empathy I needed in a partner. When we grieve, we do need to be surrounded by love and compassion. It is not selfish to want that. I am not a person to make a public display of my grief or sadness, and I never walk around trying to initiate conversations designed to solicit empathy. However, sometimes, when a beautiful sunset, a song, or simply a picture triggers your pain and brings some tears, you need to have the right people around you.

			After my painful breakup with Rici, I was lucky enough to start dating a far more empathetic, beautiful, powerful, and charismatic overachiever called Amanda. Amanda (fortunately), when calm, reverted to a more hippie-like and very affectionate deep thinker. Her days were full of drive and high energy, but in one of her reflective quiet moments, she asked me why I was feeling guilty about enjoying life now that I had retired. After much thought, the truth of it emerged, and as I recall, my answer went something like this…

			When you lose a child or somebody intensely close to you, the world does not make sense anymore; life’s natural progression and order have been upturned. You start to question the meaning of life and want to know what happened to their beautiful soul. I can’t fully explain it, but I just feel guilt for experiencing pleasure when they lost everything. 

			I can attest to the fact that, as time goes by, you feel less of that guilt and eventually do allow yourself the opportunity to feel some pleasure, but it still really does feel like the world has been turned upside down for an extended period of time. It is just a natural part of the healing process.

			One of the biggest questions you keep asking yourself after a tragic loss is—Why was my loved one taken while I was left behind? I was not sure why, but maybe it was so I could write this book? 

			

			
				
						2	Deepak Chopra LLC, “Deepak Chopra- Official Website,” 2025, https://www.deepakchopra.com/.


						3	Encyclopaedia Britannica Editors, “Viktor Frankl,” March 22, 2025, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Viktor-Frankl.


						4	Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (Beacon Press, 2006), https://www.viktorfrankl.org/books_by_vf.html#English.


				

			

		

	
		
			The Process

			When I finally had the emotional strength to go on this journey, I first decided to start with the prominent religion I knew best, Christianity. I then worked my way through the other major religions and then minor religions, scientific beliefs, and then the more spiritual beliefs of where we go after we die. Comparing them, I discovered what I loved, could grasp, and which facts and stories stood out to me as being believable or not. The process is set out in the following order.

			Part 1 of this book summarises each of the more prominent religions so you can quickly get a sense of them and a feel for which, if any, sound reasonable and believable. There is also a chapter summarising the minor religions. None of the summaries are meant to provide an in-depth exposé, and you should be able to read each section in about 15 minutes. After doing so, I suggest taking some time to let the information sink in and see if any one of them resonates with you. Some of you will toss one particular religion aside initially, as I did, but beware; you may change your initial reaction as you look at the proof behind each one, move through each, and unravel some similarities between them.

			

			Part 2: Investigates scientific theories surrounding life after death rather than religious ones.

			Part 3: Approaches the questions of spirituality and the afterlife, my beliefs as they evolved through my research, the concepts of a soulful being, and life in general. 

			Part 4: Is more about recovery, looking inward, and reflecting on the journey of healing. 

			To get the most out of this book, I suggest you read all the sections—even those you immediately dismiss as irrelevant. If you do, I believe something will happen for you, as it did for me, which will start to provide some clarity. If you can, read each section, not just those that you feel discuss something plausible, and see if you find some exciting patterns emerging.

			Hopefully, the common threads running through these belief structures will start to connect the pieces of a puzzle and eventually create an ah-ha moment for you, as they did for me. Initially, I intended to provide an overview of the different philosophies and religions, compare them practically, and see if there was any evidence that they were based on fact. Something else started to happen to me as I delved into the different belief choices offered to us …

			I gained insights and revelations from each book, article, and philosophy I researched. The combination of those small insights from each section does add up, but even gaining one thought or insight from a chapter in this book makes it worth reading. Even though I am highly critical and often display tones of sarcasm about some beliefs, they all have many positive influences that I try to recognise as well… I was also struck by one pervasive thread—the importance of community, and how that power usually overrides even the most preposterous stories and claims.

			As in any book you read, some takeaways can be beneficial. That is what mainly happens when you can look at the various belief structures around religion, the afterlife, and death together in one summary. Some of those insights can be transformative when combined, even if you deem the individual belief structure implausible.

			The summaries of the various religions themselves will seem overly simplistic to theologians, but my primary intention in this book is to present an outline of each religion as I understand it, not an expert summary. I will be the first to admit I am not objective. If a religion seems too far-fetched, I say so. If another resonated with me purely on an emotional level, I may have adopted a less critical stance. If so, I apologise. My intention in writing this book is to follow my heart, not always to be level-headed… although I do my best.

			My primary focus was to understand if the historical creation of the particular belief or religion was credible enough to follow and also understand what each believes about the subject of death and an afterlife to see if I could feel comfortable enough to embrace any one belief and find the solace and support that I desperately needed.

			Please do not feel you need to embrace one of the religions or concepts I mention to be whole as a person or experience recovery from loss; finding your own community and personal belief structure can often be enough. I also understand that at times during grief, it may feel more comfortable for you to choose not to be part of a community at all. For me—certainly in the first few years after my loss—being happy and fitting in with the crowd when so much had been taken away caused a lot of stress. Sometimes it’s easier to avoid everybody and run away and hide. However, in doing so, we are more likely to have to engage with our own company and face our sadness alone. Doing so is painful, but as stated earlier, it is part of our way forward. Follow the path that feels natural for you. For some, it is being surrounded by community and belief in an established religion; for others, a period of introspection may help.

			I have added some of my own observations to make the factual references and research seem less dry. But feel free to jump over my personal reflections if you want more factual information. Likewise, you can skip over the factual stuff if you prefer. The four biggest religions are covered first. I hope you enjoy them.

		

	
		
			
Part 1: 
Religious Beliefs

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
The Major Beliefs

			
Christianity
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			Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again, and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy.

			(The words of Jesus, according to the
Gospel of John (16:22), written around 90-110 AD.)

			These words from the Gospel of John seemed to be a fitting way to start my exploration of what Christianity believes happens after you die. Initially, the quote came up in a search because of the word grief. Still, it was particularly appealing because it seems to address, in some ways, not only the grief we experience initially but also the eventual feelings of joy that can come later, when we have fond memories and we see our lost ones again. Or is this simply a singular reference to a resurrection and not meant to be considered metaphorically? I don’t know.

			

			Theologians differ in their interpretations of the quote. Some see this passage as both that Jesus appears to confirm the pain and suffering his disciples will experience after his crucifixion while also reassuring them that this pain is insignificant compared to the immeasurable rewards and lasting joy of faith. By extension—and referencing other passages in the Bible—one could easily assume that this same eternal joy would also extend to life after death and one’s subsequent entry to the Kingdom of Heaven.

			Unfortunately, due to my healthy level of cynicism, I couldn’t help but wonder how the author (or the community) behind the Gospel of John could have accurately represented Jesus’ words 60 or more years after they were said. I often can’t remember things people say, even after a day—but then again, I acknowledge that if I were present as a disciple and witness to such a meaningful and influential leader, the words wouldn’t be as easily forgotten. I do question how accurate they would have been after so long, though.

			(To be fair to Christianity, there are very few religious events that were systematically recorded at the time of the particular events in question.)

			As it turns out, there aren’t as many direct references to our going to heaven as you might expect from a religion that offers such a significant reward, and most of the references I could find use metaphors and figurative speech, which don’t clearly state what will happen after death. Of course, it’s hard to describe literally that which is so genuinely imaginary and not concrete. Nevertheless, the declaration of what will happen to your soul is explicit enough in several passages, including this one:

			

			Not everyone who says to Me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven will enter. 

			(Mathew 7:21)

			The verse Matthew 7:21 above comes from the Sermon on the Mount. It suggests that Jesus believed that simply saying the name Lord and professing faith through words and deeds isn’t enough. One must have genuine faith, not just claim to have it. 

			A Wonderful Community

			As I explain later, there are many positive aspects of Christianity. In my view, the most important of these is the sense of community and purpose it provides. In addition, there is no doubt that many churches and their members do wonderful things such as helping the poor. And of course, as is the case with all religions, Christianity offers us hope of a continuation of some sort after we die.

			Notwithstanding the positive aspects of Christianity, it would be remiss of me not to point out that the foundational text of Christianity, the Bible, is contradictory in many ways, particularly about the entry to heaven and what current Christians seem to practice today. If you follow the Bible literally and think you’re going to be judged by God, who then decides whether you go to heaven or hell, you must also believe this passage:

			It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.

			(Mark 10:25, Luke 18:25)

			

			These words suggest that even if a rich man has true faith, he’s almost certainly going to find it challenging to enter the kingdom of God if he is rich.

			***

			As I do at the beginning of many chapters in this book, I would like to share a little story. (I hope my reason for doing so will become more obvious as you progress through the chapter.)

			A Moonies Corporate Pilot

			During the early ‘90s, between airline jobs and a few years I spent working on Wall Street as a trader, I flew part-time as a corporate pilot. One job I picked up was flying Reverend Sun Myung Moon around for a few weeks in his new corporate jet. (The previous pilot had not bowed sufficiently upon Reverend Moon’s arrival at the aircraft.)

			Reverend Moon was a Korean religious leader who founded a highly successful Christian offshoot, which he named the Unification Church. (His followers are often referred to as Moonies.) He declared himself a self-professed messiah and also established a media empire that included newspapers such as The Washington Times. Even though many experts suggest the numbers were much lower, the Unification Church at the time I was flying their leader around was claiming a following of over 3,000,000 devotees. 

			To raise money for the church, members frequently took part in fundraising activities such as selling flowers, candy, or trinkets on street corners or to drivers at traffic lights. Because of my personal experiences working on that particular contract, I can certainly confirm that some church leaders live a very lavish lifestyle that does not match that of the people raising money for them.

			Notwithstanding the Unification Church’s desperate need to raise money by selling trinkets on street corners at the time, I was delighted to report that on first meeting Reverend Moon and his wife when they boarded the aircraft (while I bowed), I got a superb look at Mrs Moon’s hand. She was wearing the biggest diamond ring I had ever seen in my life! I was also delighted because the Reverend and his associates paid another pilot and me $1,000 a day each to sit in a luxury hotel in Montenegro while they were surf fishing and enjoying a religious retreat. (I will state for the record that I have no knowledge of any misappropriation or misuse of funds by the Unification Church. All of their expenditure may well have been covered from sources other than the church.)

			The reason I share this specific little experience with you is to pass on from personal experience how absolutely opulent and excessive the lifestyles of some of these religious leaders actually are! 

			***

			Particularly amongst many people who publicly declare themselves to be staunch, upstanding members of the Christian community, there certainly seems to be a fair amount of selectivity in using convenient passages from the Bible and ignoring the ones that are not to their liking. To me, the unspoken message from these mega pastors seems to be that we should definitely believe in the parts about going to heaven but not necessarily the other, often less convenient words of the Bible.

			

			If you believe the extract from Mark 10:25 previously quoted, few of the mega-church pastors would ever make it to heaven! 

			Billy Graham, who had a reported net worth of $20 million to $25 million when he died, doesn’t even make it into the top five in terms of wealth. In fact, Billy Graham did not live a lavish lifestyle and avoided a prosperity gospel, unlike many Christian religious leaders today.

			According to public reports and newspaper articles, Billy Graham’s meagre wealth is well and truly surpassed by modern pastors like Kenneth Copeland. Copeland’s wealth is reported to be somewhere between $300 million and $750 million. His ministry owns multiple jets, a large estate in Texas, and a number of other real estate assets. Kenneth Copeland states that his wealth does not come from offerings alone, but it appears clear to me that he is one of many who have found the role of an evangelist financially rewarding. He is also famous for other statements such as You are not created for poverty, and he points out that Abraham was extremely wealthy and had a covenant with God when justifying his wealth. (Both are verifiable quotes). I do wonder, however, why, if he feels we are not created for poverty as he states, he doesn’t just share 75% of his wealth with the poorest people in the world who are starving. I am sure he has a well-thought-out response to that question, though. 

			In his teaching on prosperity and giving, Copeland, like many of his peers, often emphasises that giving generously (such as offerings or tithes) is spiritually rewarding and that God multiplies what is given to Him. It’s just a shame that the flow of money doesn’t seem to go back in the other direction as quickly. Does God really want a six-month-old child dying on his mother’s breast because she can’t produce enough milk due to malnutrition? All while a church pastor is flying around in one of his jets? (Or while I am enjoying my boat, for that matter!) I doubt it.

			A Warning:

			Sadly, these observations also suggest that many people who proclaim themselves as religious leaders take advantage of those who need community and a belief in a higher being. More often than not, these fundraising pastors and church leaders use God—as defined by their particular religion—and the promise of redemption and happiness to feed the human need for community and a sense of belonging—all the while fundraising for their own benefit. 

			It is critical to remember that in our moments of most tremendous pain and grief after loss, we are the most vulnerable. As with many religions, Christianity is not without those who will take advantage of you if you are grieving. 

			It is apt that I use the following quote to remind you of that. Harrison’s mother and I were taken advantage of in our time of grief, and I write about that experience later in the book. Jesus’s words in the Gospel of Matthew specifically relate to this:

			Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves.

			~ Matthew 7:15 (ESV)

			

			Having issued my warning about the less scrupulous, I want to state, equally clearly, that there are, obviously, also millions of Christian leaders who are good people with honest and meaningful intentions. Christianity, regardless of the credibility of its roots or the validity of its doctrine, has billions of followers, and its charitable outreach is significant. Christians also enjoy a wonderful sense of community, compassion, and love in their faith and then move on.

		

	
		
			Afterlife

			Although theologians hold differing beliefs, the stereotypical view among Christians is that the soul and body are two distinct entities. At the moment of death, the soul separates from the body and goes to its eternal reward of heaven or hell. In English Bible translations such as the King James Version, the word Heaven appears hundreds of times, while terms associated with hell or Hades appear far less frequently. Notably, the word Afterlife does not appear at all.

			As it turns out, there are apparently 712 references in the Bible to the word Heaven (57 to the word Hell and 78 to Hades) but only 12 references to the more specific word Afterlife. Relatively speaking, not many of the references to Heaven actually deal with us going to Heaven.5

			The primary usage of the word Heaven in the various printings of the Bible commonly refers to a somewhat indefinable place above that God created when he created the Earth—an ethereal location containing the stars and from which light, birds, and rain come. Coincidentally, it’s also the place from which all the fire and brimstone came when the Lord decided to teach the people of Sodom and Gomorrah a lesson and from where, at Moses’s behest, God rained hail, locusts, and fire upon Egypt. It’s definitely not a place to be messed with!

			In one way or another, every religious myth, including Christianity, speaks of the afterlife and assures us we’ll meet the creator and those we love after we die. Wouldn’t it be fantastic if, in our grief, we could be assured we’ll see those we love again… and that we’ll eventually rejoice in that pleasure! The temptation to surround oneself with the warm belief that this may be true is especially tempting when you’re suffering and grieving from the loss of a loved one.

			Once again, is this just an attempt to sell a belief system by offering a reward? 

			I could have spent a year investigating the various religions and what they say and promise, but if there’s no reasonable certainty of the end game, it made no sense to me at first to even go there. Should I do that to determine which religion tells the most convincing story and then grasp onto that? I’m just too analytical, I suppose. Maybe I’ve spent too many years living and working in the physical world as a pilot who sees how an action results in an often immediate reaction, or maybe it’s just a lifetime of experience that taught me to think critically about what goes on around me—to challenge what people say or believe until I have some reasonable certainty that it’s true. 

			I remembered something my father said to me, years before writing this book: 

			

			Words are just words unless they are true words. Then they start to take on meaning.

			(Donald Dunnett)

			So, I started this book looking for facts, proof, and reliability. As this relates to religion, I surmised that if the words around the origins of various religions are not factual representations, and if the words of the people who preach to us are not real, then the beliefs about what happens after you die are not worthwhile either.

			However, another part of my brain kept asking whether it’s even essential to find proof that there’s a heaven above; perhaps the simple, absolute belief that there’s a heaven is all that’s necessary and all that matters for those left behind?

			We were with her in her last moments, and although our hearts are broken, we are at the same time comforted by our faith knowing that Anne is now with our heavenly father.

			(A quote from the parents of Anne Pressly, 
who died in 2008, taken from her obituary)

			The parents of a 26-year-old TV personality from Little Rock, Arkansas, wrote the passage above after their daughter was brutally attacked in her home in 2008 and later died in the hospital from her wounds. Anne Pressly wasn’t well known outside Arkansas. I could have quoted words from thousands of obituaries worldwide, and most reflect the same sentiment. I used hers because she was a typical example of the terrible injustice that so many families face. These words of consolation about the departed returning to their eternal home are so often used to help families cope with the crushing pain associated with the sudden loss of a loved one. 

			The same year, my sister, Pamela, died unexpectedly five days after going into the hospital for a hernia operation. At her funeral, the priest from her church said:

			We should all receive solace from the fact that she is now with Jesus Christ in Heaven. 

			His short sermon mentioned Jesus Christ, our God, at least 30 times. I was so mad that I wanted to rip the microphone from his hand and yell to the crowd that if there were a merciful God, he never would have let my sister die due to the sloppy work of professionals in a hospital or allowed a girl like Anne Pressly to be murdered, or any young child to die of cancer. But I said nothing—and for good reason.

			When I looked at Pam’s three children and her husband sitting across from me, I realised they were calmed by the priest’s promises that their beloved mother and wife had gone to Heaven and that God was caring for her as she looked down upon us. They believed, and their belief gave them the comfort and solace they needed. Who was I to ruin what little comfort they were feeling by broadcasting my disbelief? It seems from Anne Pressly’s obituary that her parents found some solace in their faith as well. 

			Hundreds of thousands of people die each year, and I often wonder how people would cope if they didn’t have faith in an extraordinary being or purpose and are therefore able to gain comfort from the fact that their loved ones have gone to a better place. Many would say that this benefit alone should be reason enough to justify a belief in God. I find it hard to disagree with this simple fact. A belief in God or the promise of everlasting life, common to various religions and faiths, has given billions of people the strength to endure troubled times, and faith can be an excellent panacea for those who need it. 

			Others, however, who aren’t believers in Jesus Christ as the son of God, have trouble believing that someone with a long beard is sitting out there somewhere creating virgin births while allowing gross injustice and unnecessary death. They move through their suffering with the support of friends and community, their inner strength, and the belief that there may be something greater than themselves—a force unknown and undefinable, perhaps a collective and global energy. This creative force exists in other dimensions that we can’t see or understand. They believe in a power greater than themselves—just not the particular story of Christianity. They may be wrong, of course.

			I don’t want to criticise a belief in whatever feels best to you. For me, Christianity isn’t the best fit. From my point of view, there are just too many contradictions, unrealistic and mythical stories, and misuses of Bible text as a foundation for graft, death, and harm. My doubts surrounding Christianity don’t subtract from the fact that I’m becoming increasingly convinced that our souls experience an afterlife. It’s just a question of which road to take to understand and believe in that outcome.

			Even though Christianity doesn’t work for me, it does for over 2 billion other people, so I am open to the possibility that there’s a real chance I could be wrong in dismissing it so easily. I probably wouldn’t be so dismissive if tens of millions of people had not died in Christian religious wars and literally hundreds of thousands of children hadn’t been sexually molested while under the protection of the church6. Perhaps by the end of my journey writing this book, my views will have changed. (Refer: Injustice and Death in the Commonality chapter for further details.)

			

			
				
						5	“Numbers vary depending on the Bible translation.” 


						6	The Associated Press, “About 333,000 Children Were Abused within France’s Catholic Church, a Report Finds,” NPR, October 5, 2021, https://www.npr.org/2021/10/05/1043302348/france-catholic-church-sexual-abuse-report-children.


				

			

		

	
		
			Proof of God and Christ as His Son

			To explore if there’s any proof for Christian claims regarding all this rhetoric about Heaven, I referred to a widely watched series of fascinating debates among philosophers, theologians, professors, and authors online that can be found through a simple search. Watching these debates at length gave me the initial sense that the discussion is as simple or complex as you’d like to make it. Whatever direction you lean, you’ll find points that ring true from the side of the debate that supports your theory. The discussions can be complex, and often there’s no clear conclusion. 

			Still, through a confessed gross oversimplification of the following points made in a debate between Dr William Craig and Christopher Hitchens, you should start to see a pattern that you find believable or not. You can watch this presentation in full on YouTube or explore further some key points that struck me from each. 

			The bottom line is that critics of religion such as Christopher Hitchens declare that there’s no proof of God’s existence or the claims made by Jesus. 

			

			William Lane Craig, PhD (Philosophy), D.Theol (Research Professor of Philosophy, Talbot School of Theology) vs. Christopher Hitchens, B.A., Economics, Politics and Philosophy. (Author of God Is Not Great and many other nonfiction works before he died in 2011)

			Dr Craig’s main points supporting the existence of God (as I interpret them):

			
					There’s no reasonable argument that atheism is true. Thus, God is.

					Nobody has ever been able to disprove the existence of God, so it’s likely he exists.

					Dr Craig also challenges the modern multiverse theories that are becoming popular, which point to the possibility of an infinite number of universes.7 The multiverse concept appears most notably in cosmology, quantum physics, and philosophy. This theory isn’t based on the idea of a divine creator, nor is it discussed in the Bible.

					Several good arguments, according to Dr Craig, show that theism (belief in God) is justified:
	The Big Bang Theory suggests that the universe arose from nothing, so there must be a creator who made that happen out of nothing. (How else could this improbable miracle of humanity have occurred?)

	The assumption that the Big Bang and all the improbable conditions that needed to arise to support the eventual development of man were fine-tuned with a delicacy that defies nature and thus were almost impossible to occur without the existence of a creator’s design. 

	The moral argument: If God doesn’t exist, then objective moral values wouldn’t exist.


	The resurrection of Christ is factual, and this divine miracle supports the presence of God. In Dr Craig’s mind, no scientific alternative explanations are plausible or have been proven. Dr Craig—supported by his assertion of the resurrection — primarily relies on the following three tenets that he believes to be true.:




	On the Sunday after Christ’s death, his tomb was found empty.

	On separate occasions, according to the Bible, there are groups of people who say they witnessed Jesus after his death. Those sightings were seen by not just his disciples but also by non-believers.

	The fact that his disciples so firmly believed in his resurrection (who, as Jews, wouldn’t have been predisposed to such belief) is also proof of the occurrence.





					The direct experience of God; i.e., individuals can personally feel and know God exists without any evidence; this feeling arises from within and needs no explanation or proof. The existence of God is based on individual, internal experiential evidence rather than on various external arguments. 

			

			Mr Hitchens’ main points, against the existence of God (as I interpret them):

			According to Mr Hitchens’s argument in this debate, a belief in God is essentially the same as a belief in the supernatural. The argument in favour of both is the same, with a few crucial distinctions. Pre-suppositionalists assume that God has already been proven, and that it’s only necessary to better understand God’s inner workings. In contrast, evidentialists recognise that proof of God would be nice to have at least!

			
					Mr Hitchens’ main points were as follows:

					It’s now relatively straightforward and widely accepted by scientists that we (humans) are here through evolution, not through a design process overseen by a divine entity (which was the belief of most Christians before recent times).

					Now that it’s becoming difficult to refute the facts of the evolutionary process, Christians are changing gears and saying that evolution itself is a part of the design. To do so, it’s necessary to believe that an ultimate creator designed the painful death of species over eons of time, resulting in 99.9% of all species that have appeared on Earth becoming extinct. Humans, too, nearly became extinct 74,000 years ago8 when the world population was reduced to 30,000-40,000 following a cataclysmic event in Indonesia. It’s also necessary to believe that all this suffering and death occurred so that we humans should be on this Earth and have the opportunity to be Christians! In Mr Hitchens’ own words… It seems strange that Christians should be so self-centred and arrogant that they believe this extraordinary and capricious process of evolution happened just for them.



					Atheists shouldn’t have to prove that there’s no God, as Christians seem to expect. The position of atheists, in general, is that there’s no plausible or evidentiary explanation for or proof of God, and they doubt his existence. Theists are convinced that there’s a God without a doubt—yet they have no actual evidence of this.

					Other theories that don’t rely on a creator fully explain all the phenomena of human life and our existence. Believing that by following certain rituals, one can overcome death—or that if there were some divine creator, he’d care about you—represents an outstanding level of hubris.

					The absence of any actual proof of God from followers of the Bible is of primary concern to Hitchens. Yes, the lack of evidence doesn’t mean something isn’t valid, but if you’re talking about something as important as God and Christian teachings—which tell people how to live, sanction the taking of life in God’s name, and so on—it seems there should be at least a little proof that God exists. 

					Using the life of Mother Teresa as an example, Hitchens suggested that it’s disappointing when you realise how simple it is to get a spiritual rumour started amongst an uneducated, superstitious, and frightened population. He was referring specifically to the disputed miracle of Monica Besra, whose tumour was reportedly healed by the touch of a medal featuring Mother Teresa’s image. According to Hitchens, the Catholic Church required such a miracle to make Mother Teresa a saint; therefore, it was officially recognized, even though the woman’s husband claimed that it was actually the medical treatment that caused the recovery. 

					According to Christopher Hitchens, after reading countless books and studies on the subject, there is not a single literate, written-down, properly attested witness of any real sort in the Gospels that would attest to the resurrection of Christ or the existence of God. 

			

			

			

			He continued in his well-known cynical tone and with a sly smile…

			If you assume that all religions are man-made, it explains a lot of their failures.

			~ Christopher Hitchens

			Life of Jesus - Proof

			Even though there’s no conclusive evidence that Jesus existed beyond the various writings about his life and words, scholars widely accept that there was a historical figure named Jesus. Unfortunately, there’s no empirical evidence that he lived or was resurrected and was the son of an omnipotent God. (To be fair, one wouldn’t expect to find archaeological evidence because there’s no archaeological record of 99.9% of people who lived in those times.) At the risk of being cynical again, it’s hard to understand why God wouldn’t want to leave some proof of His existence! 

			According to history.com, which references the work of Bart D. Ehrman (author of Did Jesus Exist?):

			Documentary evidence [of Jesus being a real person] outside of the New Testament is limited. The most detailed record of the life and death of Jesus comes from the four Gospels and other New Testament writings. These are all Christian and are obviously and understandably biased in what they report and have to be evaluated critically to establish any historically reliable information, states Ehrman. 

			But their central claims about Jesus as a historical figure—a Jew, with followers, executed on orders of the Roman governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate, during the reign of Emperor Tiberius—are borne out by later sources with a completely different set of biases.

			Several Jewish and Roman Historians mentioned Jesus. He is also mentioned in the Quran many times. Unfortunately, just because there was a person called Jesus doesn’t mean he was the son of God or that God exists.

			Many of the standard arguments put forward as proof of God’s existence seem to centre around intricate and impressive descriptions that suggest that there could be no other explanation for these types of wonders except for the existence of God as our ultimate creator. 

			Also referenced by Christopher Hitchens, another typical example often arises when speaking about the intricacies of human evolution or the origin of the Big Bang theory. It is often argued by believers in God that, because we have no logical explanation as to the cause of the Big Bang, we should therefore naturally assume that a greater creator of some sort caused it. How else could this wonderful thing called evolution have occurred if not for the existence of a god!

			It should go without saying that just because we don’t understand something, it doesn’t mean a god of some sort created it. Nevertheless, this seems to be a satisfactory sort of twisted reasoning for many who are determined to believe blindly in a religious faith without question.

			Another example of this typical argument has to do with the modern version of the Atomic Clock developed in 1967. This clock was built utilising Cesium 133 atoms because they vibrate at a frequency of 9,192,631,770 times per second. This means that, over 30 million years, this clock would have an accuracy within one second! The vibrational frequency of Cesium 133 atoms never changes. They’re consistent and dependable. Proponents of an ultimate creator suggest that it couldn’t be just chance that the vibrational frequency of Cesium 133 remains constant over eons and was discovered by human scientists. They argue that this occurrence represents absolute proof of divine design and of God’s existence. Unfortunately, this seemingly persuasive argument falls apart upon closer consideration.

			The amazing scientific discoveries that occur almost every day only confirm that there’s a lot we don’t know, not that there is a divine creator. More importantly, they help us realise that we just don’t know how much we don’t know!

			I believe the following well-known example is the best way to approach this argument for God’s existence. Assume you’re a native living in an isolated and untouched Amazonian village. You find a wristwatch on the ground. The arms on the watch point to the exact figures every day when the sun goes down and rises, and both arms point to the top of the dial at midday when the sun is overhead. You share this incredible discovery with your tribe, and everyone begins to worship this mysterious object. You all agree that it must have been sent from above and is, therefore, absolute proof that there’s a God or creator more significant than you and your tribe. But is that true?

			The fact that we don’t fully understand the complexities of life, the origin and wonders of the universe, the initial creation of energy, the inner workings of a molecule, or even the human brain doesn’t in any way prove that there’s a creator. It only means we don’t know how these things came to be.

			In any case, what I’ve learned is that proof of God isn’t actually needed; belief alone seems to be more than enough for billions of people. Who am I to argue with them because of a simple lack of proof! Perhaps God is the culmination of a powerful collective belief, and that alone may be even more powerful than the story of an individual provider.

			(For access to additional key-point discussion and summary notes, refer to the section in the back of the book titled Appendix: Notes by Religion just before the Bibliography.)

			

			
				
						7	Anthony Aguirre, “Multiverse: Cosmology,” in Encyclopaedia Britannica, March 27, 2025, https://www.britannica.com/science/multiverse.


						8	Hitchens incorrectly mistakes this figure as 180,000 in the debate.


				

			

		

	
		
			
Islam
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			Do not grieve over what has passed unless it makes you work for what is about to come.

			Attributed to ~ Ali ibn Abi Talib 

			Alī ibn Abi Talib (born c. 600, Mecca, Arabia [now in Saudi Arabia], died January 28, 661 CE) was the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad. He became the fourth caliph and the first imam of Shiʿism (according to Shiʿi belief). (Disputes over his right to lead the Muslim community after Muhammad’s death led to the major division of Islam into Sunni and Shiʿi branches.9)

			To me, this simple quote, attributed to Ali, the first imam of Shi’ism, is profound. We must grieve to survive and make it through life. It’s that or death! And how cruel and selfish it would be for us to choose this latter option. However, if we must grieve and choose life, we must use that grief as a source of strength and an incentive to do good in the world, or at least to access more of our potential, or, perhaps, grief can simply make us more loving. However it manifests, hopefully we can use our grief to work toward the next—and often very different—chapter of our lives.

			As grievers, we are changed forever, so if we are destined to live a new life, we may as well try to design a better one. For me, the cataclysmic loss of my son in my life caused me to ask…

			Why am I here, and why am I alive?

			That question spurs a response in many—as it did in me—to move forward and find some sense in our ongoing existence. After I lost Harrison, and after making the decision to try and live, I knew I couldn’t just go on wasting life’s precious moments. I co-founded a charity that I speak about later in the section called A Hero’s Journey in the Community chapter. And now, hopefully, writing this book will help me, and others, find a path forward.

			Are you going to use your grief to create change in yourself and the world around you? If that’s what you decide to do, it may help you find a way through the darkness of loss, as it has me. (Keep in mind that you don’t have to form a charity to change the world around you. We all know that just chatting with a lonely older person, or a smile, is enough to help others, and possibly yourself.)

			The quote from Ali ibn Abi Talib is simple but pretty powerful, I think.

			

			***

			The Islamic religion began on the Arabian Peninsula in the early 7th century CE (Common Era—same as AD but more secular), where the prophet Muhammad lived and taught. According to Islamic belief, Allah (God) spoke to Muhammad through the archangel Gabriel and gave him teachings that later became the Quran, the holy book of Islam. 

			There’s a second collection of texts that’s also important to the Islamic religion called the Hadith, which chronicles Muhammad’s words and actions and explains more about Islam’s spiritual, political, and social goals. Muhammad is traditionally said to have been born in circa 570 CE in Mecca and to have died in 632 in Medina, spending his entire life in the Arabian Peninsula (Primarily Mecca and Medina). 

			Five pillars represent the most important aspects of the Islamic faith:

			

			
					Shahada, which means faith, is the statement that there’s no god but Allah, and Muhammad is His Prophet.

					The second important necessity for Muslims is that they pray five times daily at specific times in front of the Kaaba in Mecca or wherever they are at the appropriate time of day. This prayer is referred to as Salah. 

					The third pillar is called Zakat (or almsgiving), which is the obligation to give a portion of one’s wealth to people in need.

					Another must is the tradition of Sawm (fasting) during the holy month of Ramadan, in which followers of Islam fast from dawn to dusk.

					The final requirement for Muslims is, if possible, that every Muslim must go on a pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in their life. This journey is called the Hajj.

			

			I will never forget flying for one well-known airline in the early ‘90s. The majority of pilots were Muslim, and it was fascinating to see the faces of tourists when the Captain of the plane would, on occasion, come out of the cockpit prior to a flight, lay a mat on the floor of the galley and start praying to Allah. (Unfortunately, departures would sometimes occur around the time Muslims are called to prayer.)

			The tradition of fasting during Ramadan also led to some interesting times. Once, a Captain I was flying with, having not eaten for hours, was absolutely confused about the direction of the runway we were about to enter. The result of some of low blood sugar or fatigue I expect. It took a lot of convincing before he acknowledged we were actually heading toward the wrong runway.

			Also very important to note is that, in Islamic thought, there are two aspects of life: the spiritual and the physical. Allah rules both. Islam (as in Judaism) isn’t just a faith; it’s a way of life that offers guidance on social justice, economics, politics, and personal growth. 

			There are two main sects within Islam: Sunni, which has the majority of followers, and the smaller Shia sect, which represents 10-15% of all Muslims worldwide. Sunni Muslims believe that Muhammad’s legitimate successors were the first four caliphs. Shia Muslims, on the other hand, believe that Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, Ali, was the rightful successor. This division, which occurred in the mid-seventh century after the death of Muhammad, has led to different interpretations of the Prophet’s words. As a result, religious practices and personal behaviour differ among Sunnis and Shias. However, the basic values that all Muslims share are the same.

			Extremism: Muslims in America and around the world have incorrectly been labelled by people unfamiliar with the teachings of Islam as dangerous extremists, and all Muslims have been discriminated against because of the actions of small extremist factions. The vast majority of Muslims are peaceful and loving followers of a faith that has countless references prescribing inclusion, kindness, peace, and doing good in the world. I did not know this, but according to the Online Etymology Dictionary10: 

			The literal translation of the Arabic word Islam is “submission” [to the will of God] and is related in origin to the word Salaam, which means “peace.”

			Also noteworthy is that Islam is one of the few major religions whose name is not related to a person or ethnic group but to the central idea of the religion.11
~ [The Heart of Islam: Enduring Values for Humanity, 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, 2002]

			Many religions in the world have extremist factions that take extracts from the fundamental teachings of their faith and twist them as justification for perpetrating horrific acts of violence upon those who reject or are seen to be enemies of that religion. Islam is no exception. However, according to the Pew Research Centre,12 in 2017, the American public’s general perception of American Muslims’ support of Islamic extremists was twice that of actual Muslim support of Islamic extremists. As it turns out…14% of the U.S. general public thought that targeting and killing civilians can be justified in order to further a political, social, or religious cause. The number was actually lower for Muslims (12%). 

			Interestingly, twenty-one percent of Republican-leaning participants thought that targeting and killing civilians can be justified in order to further a political, social or religious cause could be justified! This is almost twice that of the general Muslim population in the USA. (The number of Democrats was 10%.)

			Unfortunately, there is probably still a great deal of mistrust and misconception about the dangers inherent in the American Muslim community. Political leadership that creates fear and hatred of the Muslim community does not help this incorrect perception. 

			For me, and, I assume, for many others, our primary distrust of Muslims was fostered by the attack on the World Trade Centre in New York City on September 11, 2001, where I’d worked until three years prior to the attack. I was still living not far away, and I watched smoke streaming from the rubble of the Twin Towers for over a week and grieved for the friends who perished on 9/11. 
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