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JACOB’S LETTER
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    Many people still remember Jacob Hunter, the famous travel writer, who died mysteriously in the hills of northern Thailand. Not long after his death, Jacob’s best friend, Stan, was amazed to receive a letter—evidently from … Jacob.




     




    Dear Stan,




    The circumstances of my death are still unclear to me. I would like to think it was something dramatic. Perhaps fighting for my country in time of war, or defending a young lady’s honor.




    But I fear the reason was more mundane. I might have driven into a telephone pole while gazing at the scenery. Or drowned in the bathtub as I looked for my soap.




    Whatever it was, as you now know, I am gone.




    I suppose you are wondering how I wrote this. Some time has already elapsed since my departure, and most likely you have never received a message from the Other Side.




    As you might guess, getting this letter written was not easy. But being a writer myself, I was determined to find a way. The story is so fascinating, you see. I really doubt if anyone has done it before. Very few people know what it is like on the Other Side. And how would they know anyway, unless someone … communicated to them.




    Since you are my best friend, and as I have every reason to believe you are still there in the land of the living, I am writing this for you. Believe it if you like, or consider it a dream. But knowing you the way I do, I am sure you will be delighted to hear of my adventures in the land of the dead.




    I really shouldn’t call myself “dead,” since that word brings up images of stillness, lying in a coffin, or even being buried. On the contrary, I feel very much alive, as you shall see in my story. In fact, I feel more alive now than during my days on earth.




    You probably know how the soul leaves the body at death. I suppose you could call me a soul. Funny name. Perhaps spirit is better. Or ghost? No, too scary. Yet there have been some frightening moments, especially after I left the tunnel.




    You have heard all this before, I’m sure. You must have read somewhere how the spirit hovers over the body for a while after death, and then moves on. Or, I should say, it is pulled into the tunnel, toward the Light. As I was being pulled, I noticed there were others in the distance heading toward the same Light.




    That part was quite enjoyable. I have always wanted to fly, like a bird. That is what it was like—flying light and flying low, inside the tunnel.




    Did you ever dream of flying, Stan? I used to have that dream off and on during my nights on earth. It was my favorite dream. I never flew very high. I just glided over the fields and valleys. I wondered then, if I kicked back my feet, would I actually stay in the air? I did, each time. It was something like swimming, except there was no water.




    I remember many lovely nights spent with dreams of flying. But now I know they were not dreams at all. They were times when my spirit left its body and went out wandering.




    If my spirit had been slow in returning from its night flights, I might have died. They would have discovered my lifeless body in the morning. Obviously, my spirit always made it back on time.




    I have since met others who had the same dream. Perhaps it was simply that our spirits wanted to get out for a good time. Trapped so long in a boring body, no wonder they wished to leave it now and then. My spirit surely never harmed anyone. It just flew around, sometimes with other spirits. But looking back, it is possible others were frightened, if they saw me in that state.




    Enough of dreams. Back to my story. After the tunnel, there was the Light. This seems to be the moment when some spirits turn back. It is the border. Some decide to return to their bodies or are drawn back by the prayers of their loved ones. Being an adventurer, I chose to go on.




    What looked like a large, pulsating light was actually a vast room. It was like seeing a brightly lit pub on a dark and gloomy night.




    The room had no door, so I glided in, feeling sorry the flight had ended so soon. I had enjoyed it immensely. Flushed with excitement, I expected to see God, the angels, and my dearly departed ones.




    But it wasn’t that simple. In fact, that was when I began for the first time to feel uneasy.




    The room was like the depot of a huge train station. Everywhere there were people. Or I should say, spirits, which are like people, but transparent.




    Some were sitting peacefully on benches. Others were walking or in groups or pairs. Their conversation echoed in the cavernous room, creating a loud, unpleasant din. I recognized no one.




    The room had the same kind of crowd you would see at any large depot. There was even a group of unsavory looking characters, leaning against pillars, lurking under alcoves. Their hair was unkempt and they wore shabby clothes. I wondered who they were.




    Since no one seemed to pay any attention to me, I decided to explore the area. It was clean. No trash or graffiti. No food stands. No restrooms. In some sections the light was bright, in others dim. The room was high and ornate. The windows were lit like those in a gothic cathedral, fading into a ceiling of foggy mist. The mist was everywhere, as if the time were early morning. But, of course, Eternity has no time.




    There were several very large doors, which either led outside or into other rooms. Guards stood at these doors.




    I walked alongside the walls until I came to a darkened alcove. An ordinary depot might have had a restroom there. But having no body, this was not my concern.




    It was then, as I turned a corner, that I was attacked.




    The man was large, with a pale, sagging face and a long, black overcoat. He grabbed me by the neck and pushed me up against the wall. I was surprised there was anything of me to grab.




    Very quickly he pulled out a knife and pressed it against my chest. I cried out in fear. The man’s ugly face came closer to mine—his teeth red and his mouth drooling with what looked like fresh blood.




    I tried to kick up my feet, hoping I would fly again. But the man’s hold was too strong. If I had a life, I would have feared for it. But still I feared.




    The man’s face was angry and full of hate. As his knife began to pierce my chest, I let out a cry for help. But he pushed me still harder against the pillar and slid his hairy hand from my neck to my mouth to prevent me from yelling again.




    What happened next was so strange. An old man sitting nearby rose and stepped between us, pushing my attacker away as if he were a bothersome child.




    “You must be careful here,” the old man cautioned me, “All kinds of people get into this room, and some are not very nice. Don’t go off alone.”




    I watched the large, pale man shrink off like a guilty dog and disappear into the darkening mist behind a corner.




    “They can’t do any harm, except frighten you,” the old man continued, “But they still think they can.”




    “Who are you?” I asked, suspiciously.




    “I’m Jack,” the man answered, “I’ve been waiting for a while, and I’ve seen what goes on here.”




    “Waiting for what?” I asked, prying myself from the wall.




    “The Judgment,” he replied.




    I knew about the Judgment. It was then we would be judged on the basis of our actions while alive.




    “Don’t we see a movie of our life first?” I asked the old man. I had been reading up on the subject before my death. Being a movie-lover, I was anxious to see my own.




    The old man began guiding me back to the main hall of the depot. “The first thing you will notice about this place,” he pointed out, “is that things are not always what they appear to be. Nothing happens on schedule. There are many delays and at times much confusion. Some get their ‘movies’ early. Others have to wait for quite a while. Look at that group over there.”




    I saw what appeared to be an entire family huddled closely together. But they were not transparent like the rest of us. They definitely still had their earthly bodies.




    “It’s like that sometimes,” the old man said, “Some people come here with their bodies, too. It must be awfully cumbersome, but I suppose they adapt. What I mean is, there seem to be no clear cut rules.”




    I looked at the old man. In some way he seemed familiar, like I had known him all my life. Yet I was sure I had never seen him before.




    “How long have you been here?” I asked him.




    “Not too long,” he answered, “I got here shortly before you arrived, so I just sat and waited. I didn’t see you right away. Perhaps I am getting old.”




    “You mean you were waiting … for me?”




    “Of course, Jacob,” the old man said, “But I had plenty to do. I wanted to look around the place first, and then I needed to find a body. So I just borrowed one from an old man who had come with his.”




    I stared incredulously at the old man and realized he wasn’t transparent like me.




    “That is the advantage of having a few extra bodies around here—for absent-minded folks like me. I should have applied for one earlier. Then I could have gotten one with wings, white robe, halo and all.”




    “You mean, you’re my—”




    “Guardian angel. I’ve been with you a long time.”




    Then I began to laugh. I laughed and laughed and only stopped when I noticed the old man’s face had begun to turn a bit red with embarrassment.




    “I’m sorry,” I said, catching my breath, “It’s just that, after all the dangerous adventures I’ve had, I thought if I ever met my guardian angel, he would have a bent halo, tattered robe, and shredded wings. I should apologize for all the bad times I gave you on earth. I must have put you through a lot.”




    As Jack smiled modestly, I felt a sudden rush of warmth toward the old man. “Thank you,” I added, “for all your help. It was you who stayed by my side.”




    “That’s my job,” the old man said, blushing again slightly. “But I am sorry about that last time. As I told you, I’m getting a little absent-minded.”




    “That time when I—”




    “When you were looking at the scenery and drove into a telephone pole. Or was it when you were busy talking to your friends and toppled off a cliff? I forget. Old age again. Anyway, I was distracted by something and must have let down my guard.”




    My mind was traveling back to other precarious moments in my life.




    “Do you remember that time I was driving my motorcycle on a deserted road, and the thought came to me of what a good driver I was? I had never fallen down—never hit anything. I began to think how much better I was than other drivers, when—whoop! I just turned over—with the motorcycle on top of me.”




    “I remember it well,” the old man huffed, “You were thinking how great you were—and here I was the one who was keeping you from harm. That’s when I gave you a little push and let go. I couldn’t resist it. Sorry about that bruise you got on your arm, when you fell off your motorcycle.”




    “Don’t worry,” I laughed, “After that accident I never thought I was a better driver than others. You taught me to be more humble.”




    As we walked through the great depot, my angel and I talked about many things. In fact, looking back now, I see how he was really reviewing my life with me. Either he or I would bring up an incident, and we would talk about it.




    My angel had been with me every moment, day and night, all my life. This sounds like it could have been embarrassing. But it wasn’t. Rather, there was a feeling of freedom, of being known inside and out, of total acceptance.




    After several hours (or were they days? Time is so confusing here in Eternity), I realized that as Jack and I talked, I was visualizing everything as well. That was the long-awaited movie of my life.




    I had a deep understanding of what my life was about—all the ups and downs and what they meant. I saw my failings as well as my good points.




    “Do you think I’ll make it?” I asked Jack.




    “You mean to heaven? Sure,” he replied, “No problem.”




    I sighed with relief.




    “But it may take some time,” Jack scowled, wrinkling his brow, “And I should know.”




    “Will you come with me to the Judgment?”




    “Oh, I’ll be there. But I won’t say much. Everything has been recorded. They know already.”




    “Who is in charge of the Judgment?” I asked.




    “That depends,” my angel explained, “If you are a Christian, it could be Jesus, or perhaps some saint to whom he has delegated the job.”




    “What if I were a Buddhist—or a Hindu?”




    “Then you would see Buddha—or perhaps one of the Hindu gods. It depends on what you believed in your earthly life, you see.”




    “What if I didn’t believe in God? Suppose I was an atheist?”




    “No problem,” Jack continued, “You would simply see and hear nothing. It would be a Silent Judgment.”




    “So, we see what we expect to see—what we believe in. But are we seeing what is really there?”




    “People can only see what they are capable of seeing. Remember the saying, ‘Beauty is in the eyes of the beholder’? Such an apt expression of Eternity.”




    As I tried to comprehend Jack’s words, my eyes took in the length and breadth of the misty depot. Thousands, perhaps millions of spirits—and some bodies, too—gathered within the ornate walls. Most seemed deep in conversation, as we were. Others sat quietly by themselves on the long benches. There was much coming and going. Unsavory, black-coated figures appeared now and then, their pale, bloody faces half hidden by the shadows.




    “Who are those creatures?” I asked my angel, “The ones lurking in the dark places.”




    “Those are disgruntled spirits,” Jack replied. “There are all kinds of them. People come here as they are, you know. They can’t change all of a sudden. Some are accustomed to a life of evil. At times, real monsters come in. Of course, they are harmless spirits now. But they continue as they were on earth. Pathetic, isn’t it? Most likely, they will stay that way for all eternity.”




    “Of their own choice?” I asked.




    “It’s too late for them to change. Strange to say, it’s what they want. I hate to think of what will happen to them after they enter those doors...”




    “So this is just the waiting room. And the doors lead to—”




    “The next room. Look, the guards are letting in a group now. Sometimes, there is a long wait. But I think you will be called soon.”




    “I’m a little worried.”




    “Don’t be. I’ll stay at your side. You’ll know what to do. Just answer the questions honestly, as if you were in court. It’s very easy, really. I won’t say anything unless asked a specific question, but I will be sending you my power.”




    “Power?”




    “Yes, the same power I have given you always.”




    “You mean you can influence my thinking, too?”




    “I can do all kinds of things—good things. Where do you think your happy thoughts came from? Much of your positive thinking was my doing.”




    “And the negative thoughts—where did they come from?”




    “From yourself sometimes. And from … Jasper.”




    “Who is Jasper?” I asked.




    “Your evil spirit,” my angel answered. “You know, you had an evil spirit assigned to you as well as myself, the good one.”




    “Jasper didn’t come along?”




    “No. He went … back. After you died, he was reassigned. Or punished, I hope, for the miserable job he did on you. He was really incompetent at times— scatter-brained, negligent, no match for me, even if I am a bit absent-minded.




    “Oh, but look,” Jack pointed with excitement, “Over there is an evil spirit that came along with someone. He’s taken over, become one with the person. See, where that crowd is gathering?”




    What I saw then was so totally gross, Stan, that I hesitate to tell you about it. But I will try to describe it anyway. Imagine, if you will, two people dissolving into one another. The one inside is trying desperately to get out of the other. Expanding, pushing against the thin layer of skin, fighting, moaning. The other people around this creature are moving back, grasping one another and forming a circle, as if seeking refuge from a mad, writhing dog.




    Muffled, incoherent cries and sobs alternate with a high-pitched scream—a wail actually. This whitish blob of spirit twists and turns, oozing purple blood that stains the floor like oil, then evaporates in moments, leaving only steam. An eye appears, a nose, an outstretched hand … then all is swallowed again, trapped forever in a disfigured mass of white and blood-blackened filth.




    “An evil spirit …,” I muttered, turning away in disgust, “I’m glad Jasper didn’t come.”




    “Likewise. Then I wouldn’t be with you here now, Jacob. So far, though, we are doing fine. But I think the guard is motioning for us to enter into the next room.”




    My heart—or what used to be my heart—raced uncontrollably. I became frighteningly nervous.




    “Relax, Jacob,” murmured Jack, as he led the way.




    A guard opened the door and we were ushered into a large shiny hall with a massive marble floor. No sooner had the door closed than I felt my angel’s power within me. His spirit of calmness soothed my racing heart. I felt intensely alert and very sure of myself.




    I walked straight up to a golden throne on the other side of the room. Jack was at my side.




    The large figure on the throne looked very regal. There was a lovely woman, a secretary perhaps, sitting beside him. Several tall, incredibly beautiful … angels, I guess, stood behind and to the side of the throne.




    The white-robed person on the golden throne was shuffling through some papers. Though he seemed a bit forbidding, I felt confident I could handle his questions.




    He gestured to me and mentioned my failings. I calmly answered him, explaining as best as I could.




    I won’t go into the matter of the Judgment, since it is private. But basically it was simply a series of accusations, such as, “What about this?” or “Why did you do that?”




    Everything was very clear to me then.




    I debated with the person on the throne, presenting my case. I understood why I had done wrong and explained my actions. The judge did not intimidate me. He was slightly impatient, never rude, but not especially polite, either. Rather than condemn me for my mistakes, he was more interested in the good I had failed to do.




    Every once in a while, the lovely lady seated next to the person on the throne whispered something in his ear. The judge would listen intently, and then proceed with the next question.




    Finally, it was over. The large, white-robed figure waved me away, looking slightly bemused. Jack turned to me and smiled shyly.




    “I should be getting back soon,” he said, “Another assignment has come.”




    “I wish you didn’t have to go. There is so much more I want to know. So much I don’t understand...”




    “You’ll find out all you need to know inside. And here,” Jack said, handing me a pack of tickets, “Give these to the guard at the door.”




    As I took the tickets, one of the tall angels came down and put a white robe on me. The robe had a yellow stripe on it.




    “Go through the yellow door,” the tall angel told me, pointing to a series of several doors, each of a different color.




    I walked through the hall in a daze, until I came to the yellow door. I handed my tickets to the guard and he counted them. There were five. Then the guard opened the door. But before I could get in, five transparent figures came charging out.




    The first figure was a tall and attractive lady with short hair. The next was a rather plump man with tattoos. Another man, dressed in old and ragged clothes, was holding the hand of a scruffy middle-aged woman who had lost most of her teeth. I couldn’t quite see the fifth figure. All of them hurried up to me, grasped my hands and gave me a hug, then ran off merrily across the throne room.




    “This is like a hostage exchange,” I remarked to Jack, as I watched the five figures disappearing into the mist, “Who are those … spirits?”




    “They are souls you have redeemed from the Yellow Room,” Jack replied, “It is necessary to help each other in order to reach the final destination.”




    “Is that where I am going now—to heaven?”




    As if reading my thoughts, the large guard at the yellow door grinned at me and said in a low voice, “You are on the way. Welcome to purgatory.”




    I knew about purgatory. It was a place for souls who were not yet ready to enter heaven. From what I had heard, purgatory was not a very pleasant place.




    I bowed my head, resigned to my fate, and began to walk through the yellow door.




    Then I thought of you, Stan, my dearest friend. I had always shared my experiences with you. I had to let you know about all this. Besides, my writer’s instinct balked at the thought of letting such a good story go unwritten.




    I had just glimpsed what was on the other side of the yellow door. It looked as if souls were boarding a ship. Would this be a journey of purification? Did the yellow stripe need to be removed slowly, so I could enter the heavenly gates? How would this be done? And the five figures...?




    “Wait a moment!” I said to the startled guard, as I turned back to the Judgment hall.




    “Highly irregular,” huffed the guard.




    “Jack!” I yelled. The old man was just rounding a corner, “Jack, wait!”




    And then I began to run.




    To the dismay of the other stately figures in the Judgment court, I slipped and slid across the shiny marble floor until I caught up with my bewildered angel.




    “Jack!” I cried out, “How long have I been here?”




    “Longer than you think,” he replied, his eyebrows arched in surprise.




    “Do you have a pen, Jack? Paper?”




    “Yes, Jacob, but you have no body, remember? You can’t write.”




    “But you can, Jack! Please, just this one last favor. If I dictated … Oh, but is there time?”




    “There is always time in Eternity,” Jack mused, pulling out his pen and paper, “You still have many more steps to take on your ladder to heaven.”




     




    So, dear Stan, that is how I was able to write this letter from the Other Side. I am not sure how my message will get to you. Jack said one of the five figures I met rushing out of the yellow room might help me deliver it.




    Now the guard is motioning to me… I’ll contact you again, Stan, in some shape or form. Wait for me!




     




    Always,




    Jacob
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