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Introduction


Although this book is not my first, it likely is my first serious book. Readers should take note that I will probably break a few established but somewhat minor (in my eyes) rules regarding the proper conventions for layout, grammar, citations, respect (bear with me), and punctuation. I do not consider myself an author... since my first book was self-published, and this one... at the time I am writing it, has not yet been published. I, therefore, declare myself exempt from the “normal” expression of thoughts in a writer’s way. By this, I mean that English grammar enthusiasts will certainly condemn my freestyle as representative of a somewhat poor educational background and a blatant disregard for the literary taste of learned readers. I admit this to be true. I also thoroughly enjoy making up new words and using ellipses... with abandon.

I recently began to write a different book which sort of turned into this one... but yet wasn’t. I realized, with a bit of disappointment, that it lacked a certain direction... my journal of random daily thoughts if you will. Perhaps not surprisingly, though, and as it progressed, it began to exhibit the symptoms of a recurring theme... namely my current, and admittedly ignorant, search for what I have come to believe is an essential need for spirituality of some, as yet, undetermined sort. I, therefore, decided to postpone, cancel, or at least interrupt regularly... my random thoughts in the interests of developing a more coherent book that hopefully will chronicle my unguided, but sincere, meanderings through the intangible universe of spirituality and/or faith.

This introduction is written before anything that follows. I felt a compelling need to post my disclaimers early on, but there is also this... I want to explain, for the benefit of those who seem to relish misunderstanding, that I have no outline to follow. There is no definite, or even concretely imagined, destination defined for the end of my spiritual journey. I have hopes, to be sure, that I will progress from the admittedly ignorant and needy psychological entity that I am... to a person of faith (in something) with at least a reasonable idea of who and what I am in the antiphysical side of existence. It is entirely possible, though, that since there are no tangible and provable answers to explain the spiritual side of human existence, I might very well find myself in an intangible maze of dead ends and heavily traveled paths to nowhere or anywhere. My intention, however, is to log my blind wanderings as I go... laying bare my emotional and intellectual discoveries as they fall on me. With luck, at the end of it all (if there is one), I will find a measure of validity in a spiritual path. I do not delude myself that there are answers or proofs in, or about, the spiritual domain... but there may indeed be validity in the mire. That much I see as possible... and worthy of investigation.

I will admit that I am a biased explorer. As a prime example of Midwestern mediocrity and low upbringing, I have not been subjected to avenues of spirituality that more worldly persons might find significant or worthy of consideration. Although I have pursued, in a very limited way, some of the concepts of Buddhism... by way of the Dalai Lama’s teachings, I must admit to a considerable lack of knowledge of, or expertise with, that particular persuasion. I do understand, though, that Buddhism is not deity-based... which I find considerably more palatable (at this point) than other, deity-based faiths. I have even less experience or understanding of other faiths. I have, however, been splattered with bits and pieces of the Christian belief that were occasionally served me... whether rightly or wrongly or well-intentioned or not. Although there is a proliferation of literature on any subject readily available these days... with the internet and such, I have decided that my investigation of faith will be in the direction of Christian teachings... especially in light of the apparent fact that all of the various faiths claim validity, and all of them appear to be correct, and all of them seem to be worth fighting about. Why not, then, choose one... the one I am most familiar with, although admittedly quite ignorant of... and run with it.

Readers should also be aware of one or two important points that may not immediately be evident at first. Although my preparations for this book are nearly nonexistent, I did do two things in an effort to find a direction for the writings that follow. First, after some considerable thought, I realized that I have no credentials for a meaningful study of Christian faith... although it occurs to me that the study must come before the credential. One point, then, is that I will be conducting a book-by-book report, if you will, of the King James version of the Holy Bible... oh, not with a boring array of verse-by-verse criticisms, but certainly with regard to occasional quotes that jump out at me in one way or another... or a general overview Impression from my own personal perspective as “just some guy”... and a self-avowed agnostic. And since I mention my agnostic status, I should also explain, despite the ubiquitous idea that agnostic means something similar to atheist, that I do not consider myself an atheist. I will explain this more later, but for now, my point is that I intend to read the Bible, book-by-book, and present my opinions regarding what I read... not only from my agnostic point of view, but also as a PORTION of my investigations into spirituality and faith in general. There will be more that I will consider besides what I find in the Bible... and I will undoubtedly intersperse my journal-like discussions with occasional talk of other things relating to what I call…my intangible existence, spirituality or its pursuit. 

The other preparatory measure was to actually purchase a new Bible... a most peculiar experience for me since it came with a distinct feeling of being watched. Read into it what you will.

So…it should be understood by now that I am not an author, I am not an atheist, I am not an authority on anything, and I hardly know what I am doing at this point. I probably should have been this concise earlier, but then I would likely end up with an essay... which we all know only too well, won’t impress anyone. A book, however, demands a certain dedication to a cause... to the literary medium; a concerted effort to produce a meaningful and lasting monument to my name, however, well it happens to be accepted as a literary work. It is also more likely to actually be read. Shall we see where this goes?
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Peace
(4-26-11)

Oh, to set a lazy course from heavy hurts and worrisome woes
If only to say was to do, and to want was to have
Peace hides safely behind stubbornness and ignorance and grudges and grief
To look, alas, is not to see
To understand does not come free

So soon the tender heart is calloused and let go to fare on lessened love
To yearn for more is to wait for never and forever
The comfort of contentment earned is a possible promise hooked to hope
And wisdom is as wisdom does
If wisdom really ever was 

November 10, 2012... Why Me?

A brief personal introduction is in order, I suspect. There can be no understanding of what I do if readers cannot understand who I am or where I have been. I have no wish to dig up smelly old memories and fling them at unsuspecting readers, but suffice to say that I am the product of a dysfunctional family... like so many others. We were poor. We found pride in our ignorances and shared them with abandon... with anyone prone to misdirection in their lives and questionable strength of character. I was raised in a chronic environment characterized by neglect and abuse and recurring suppression of personality. In short, I learned to hide myself inside myself so well that even I, myself, could not find all of me. What is worse is that I did not know it... it was completely “normal” to me. I learned to practice neglect from the neglect practiced on me. I grew into a victim of incessant negativity... proficient in its dissemination to others. I regarded the world around me as I would measure its effect on me. I became an adult in body only. My intangible spirit got stuck in a mire of helplessness, hopelessness and a hazy, but very strong, feeling that something was missing. Looking back, I have come to the conclusion that, as a protective measure, I unwittingly buried a substantial portion of my own personality under a monstrous pile of barriers and armors that I found nearly impossible to understand, pick away at, or finally throw off the tender remains of a small boy who just wanted to be loved.

In the spring of 2003... and after fifty years, during a very low point in my life, I had my first major psychological epiphany. I slowly, very slowly, became aware that the world was not pushing me around. I was allowing myself to be led around in reaction to the pressures of the world. I can’t express how profound this realization was to me. It grudgingly became clearer to me that the world, with all its idiosyncrasies, was just the world. It was I who allowed it to affect me. It did not force itself on me, it simply pushed and pulled at the seams of its own garments... and I got bumped by its occasional gyrations in my direction. It was how I reacted to it all that set that small boy on a course to burrow under all the safety layers and lose himself in a deep darkness that interfered with everything. It became normal to me as there was no other life to compare it with. I actually found some comfort in the bliss of ignorance which proved to be considerably easier to deal with than the terrific ordeal that digging out from it all turned out to be. Now, more than a decade later, although I have mostly “found myself” anew... and have struggled ceaselessly to discover my deficiencies and repair them, I still find one major mountain to climb... that of spirituality. In no small part, my climb will incorporate the spiritual gains and setbacks I am sure await me as I investigate the Bible and ponder my intangible existence during the writing of this book (I actually prefer to call it a discussion or journal).

I can’t help but wonder how many others of a dysfunctional persuasion may be wallowing in a similar pool of stagnant ignorance and relentless emptiness of spirit. It is my sincere hope that in making my quest for a semblance of spiritual peace an open one... with everyone invited to experience it as I go... that I, and wishfully others, will find some measure of inner peace. If the salvation of my soul gets thrown in for good measure, I’m good with that.

November 11, 2012... Why Agnostic?

Thomas Huxley coined the term agnostic from the Greek a-gnosis which means “without knowledge”. Although there seems to be some variation in how agnostic is defined, the “popular” meaning is that someone is noncommittal either way as to whether a deity exists or doesn’t exist... and that it is not provable either way. The question of absolute certainty becomes of concern in the discussion. If I was to say, “Every man was once a boy,” that would be an absolute certainty or truth because the only way a man can exist is by the growing up of a boy. But if I was to say, “I believe every man was once a boy,” then I would be stating a belief, not a truth. It, therefore, is not an absolute certainty since no one can be absolutely certain about what I believe. Since faith relies on beliefs rather than truths, the doctrine of agnosticism becomes valid in that the belief in the deity is unprovable.

There apparently is, however, a sort of agnostic continuum, that throws a few complications into the soup. At one end, there is the agnostic atheist, who believes there is likely no deity... but that it can’t be proven whether one exists or not. At the other end is the agnostic theist, who believes in the possible (or likely) existence of a deity... but acknowledges that its existence cannot be known with absolute certainty. Although there are others, somewhere in the middle is the apathetic agnostic who believes that since the existence of the deity cannot be known or proven, it really doesn’t matter whether it exists or not... and there is no point pondering it at all. For the benefit of readers who may wonder, I will proclaim my somewhat shaky allegiance to the agnostic theist group. In the absence of a better explanation for the existence of all things, I am willing to accept that there is a possibility for some form of a God that bears responsibility in some way for the existence of the universe (or universes). Whether or not that God (whom I will refer to as simply “God”) knows about me, or cares about me, is another issue.

I am an agnostic insofar as I reluctantly acknowledge the possible existence of A God... though not necessarily THE God. I also realize that the incompleteness of spirit I have experienced for over fifty years probably has much to do with the intangible side of my existence. The Bible is arguably the greatest book ever written (or assembled), and considering that the very subject of it could very possibly be the answer to my personal struggles, I would be a fool to lazily skip it and form a strategy for my continued, admittedly incomplete, existence without at least giving it some consideration. I cannot, however, rely on the biased help of my local pastor or atheist to respect my agnostic status as I slog through this quest for a more meaningful life. I, therefore, will make an honest and sincere effort to read the Bible on my own... and “in good faith”, if you will... that is, with as much open mind as I can muster, and with as much written reaction as I can produce. With luck, I will not become disillusioned, ridiculed, assaulted or dismissed as just another crackpot trying to make a buck. …and who knows... maybe I will find a valid enough reason to convert to a full Christian believer... as C.S. Lewis famously did. I am no C.S. Lewis, but I am a human being with a detectible physical presence and arguably real “intangible” existence... and I also possess the wherewithal to pursue my own personal significance (and salvation?). Whether my learnings here will be of benefit to others will be up to others to determine, but I have a great hope that this quest for knowledge and validity and spirituality will benefit me.

A true agnostic not only admits skepticism, but will harbor a desire to find some version of faith that is based, not on truths... only a fool would look for those, but on answers that lend validity to a way of thinking and believing. I consider myself, like Lewis, “reluctant” in that for most of my life I have had a serious disregard for faith-based thinking. It seemed very much like an exercise in futility and probably stupidity. Around the age of fifty, this changed. Without going into the reasons why, I will simply say that a powerful reassessment of my life began... complete with the beginnings of a new direction in thinking and a new way of dealing with everything. This life change did not happen overnight, and in fact, is still happening to this day. With every realization of how I used to be, I found a realization of how I should have been. It has been both, a curse and a blessing to experience. 

So, when I speak about the answers I seek, I find another disclaimer is in order. Answers do not mean proofs. In my search for answers, I am looking for a measure of validity to justify a faith I have come to yearn for. I fully realize that I will never find proof for the existence or nature of God in my lifetime (…notice that last part?). I do, however, hope to find a reason to believe... and hopefully sooner than later. I have found that I am weary, very weary, of living in a physical world that, generally, ignores the intangible side of life to a considerable degree. I am aware of my consciousness, and I am fairly certain that my consciousness is not made up solely of electrical impulses. If that were true, I would probably have to pray to the light pole outside my window. I kind of like the idea that Pastor Mel mentioned, and which I had already considered... that our consciousness, feelings, thoughts, etc. may possibly live in another dimension that coexists with the ones most of us are aware of. Perhaps our brains have the ability to “link” with our minds somehow... through some undiscovered portal to this other dimension. Perhaps that is where the intangible, but wishfully real, manifestation of God lives. Wouldn’t it be interesting if the strange and wondrous work of quantum physicists someday found the actual residence of God? 

November 12, 2012... The Reality and Value of Me

A thought occurred to me. How does one take on something of magnitude like the Bible... or even the spiritual nature of human life, with little more than a nagging curiosity with which to form a valid opinion worthy of the respect, consideration and understanding of others? Can I rely on my Bachelor of Fine Arts degree for a measure of literary or intellectual credential? What is there about me that will develop credibility in my writings for the critical scrutiny of anyone? 

I will go out on a figurative limb and say, with far too little prethought, that even without an Oxford education, an established literary reputation, or a friend in high places, that I consider myself to be absolutely equal to anyone who happens to encounter this rather unusual discussion I am having with myself... at least in one important respect: I am a human being. I rather doubt anyone could winningly dispute that claim... and as a human being, with all the intangible, spiritual, possibilities inherent therein, I find myself no less qualified or deserving to find inner peace as any other. I am, therefore I am okay... at least that is my opinion. A somewhat overpious zealot might argue that I don’t have the right to inflict my underlearned thinking on a well-established and (perfectly) valid institution like (your religion here). But I, as a fellow human being, reserve as much right to express my thinking and findings as someone who feels strongly in other ways. As humans, we are equal in my eyes. As spiritual entities, we may not be... I concede that freely, but I defy anyone, zealot or not, to prove it.

It should be clear to readers, though, that although I am on a personal mission of spiritual discovery, I am absolutely NOT attempting to discredit or belittle anyone else’s beliefs or faiths or biases. We are all welcome to our thoughts. If our own particular chosen manifestation of God finds a fault in that, I, for one, would be happy to address His concerns, with respect to my own shortcomings, directly. I leave, therefore, an open invitation for that discussion.

It has suddenly occurred to me as I write this that I seem to be full of disclaimers. Perhaps I harbor a fear of being killed by an overzealous adherent to one belief or another... or maybe I feel underqualified to produce a work of this type with no experience, no qualifications and no publisher’s advance. Whatever excuse I might conjure, I do not mean to unnecessarily bore, or offend, readers with my probably trivial ramblings. I will try to behave.

Seriously though, just what might I mean by the “reality” of me? This is something I have put a considerable amount of thought into lately... and which, I am certain, many others have, as well. Being the admittedly ignorant person that I am, I will guess that many generations of philosophers have wrestled with this very question... probably with no more of an answer than I am likely to find. If I was a thinker of higher merit, I might research these various quests for spiritual enlightenment... and possibly find a path to follow, but unfortunately, I am not blessed with such merit and am relegated to find my own way in this intangible mire.

On the physical side, I think it can be said with a fair certainty that my body exists. I, at least, can see it and feel it and give excuses for it. But there is the question of what I call my intangible side. How can I hope to find a raison d’etre if I can’t prove I even exist at all spiritually? It is sort of strange that I can sense, somehow, that I have a conscious existence... and I can also sense the conscious existences of others, at least to an extent. I do, after all, know when someone is angry with me. He or she is not angry with me because I can see their arms waving around and their lips moving. There is an expression of feelings going on that I am able to detect... and feelings are not a physical phenomenon (electrical pulses aside). My emotions are real... although I, like everyone, am unable to provide the absolute certainty required as proof. It appears to me that some sort of different rules and criteria are needed to define and identify and validate the intangible side of our existences. We know that dark matter exists in the universe... even though we cannot see it and don’t know what it is. We can measure its gravitational effects on other objects with mass. Perhaps someone of a more intelligent persuasion will someday discover a way to measure the effects of emotions thereby validating their existence. It would be foolhardy to predict this possibility as impossible. The earth, one might remember, was once flat.

So without opening an inordinately large can of worms, I might ask how anyone can define something like a conscious existence as real when reality, itself, has a rather elusive definition. Do we discount our senses because what is sensed can’t be measured? Must we insist that the intangible be observed with our physical detectors such as eyes or nerve endings? Are there other, as yet unfound, detectors that we can place our faith in for the time being? In algebra, we supplant an unknown value with an “x”... and then try to find the “real” value of “x”. Can we not do the same thing with our spirits? Can there not be a spiritual algebra? Is it beyond the comprehension of the human mind that its very existence might be detectable or measured somehow someday?

I simply refuse to dismiss my intangible existence... as I’m sure virtually everyone would... for lack of tangible evidence for it. So, in the absence of tangible proof... and in light of overwhelming, nearly universal acceptance that our conscious existences do indeed exist, I hereby declare the reality of me on an intangible level.

As for the value that my intangible existence might have, although related to the previous discussion, we now must think not only of the either/or proposition as to whether I exist or not, but also how well I exist. This is the sticky area where things like morality and faith come into play. And since morality and faith are as equally elusive to define as intangible existence, it becomes equally as challenging to accurately designate the value of a human being’s spirituality. How, then, can we say something like, “He is a good Christian” when we actually have no measuring standard to make that claim? Where, along the imagined continuum of value, do we suddenly declare a person “good”? Who might be arrogant enough to assume that decisive right... with no substantive tools with which to build a valid argument?

I also refuse to dismiss my intangible value as a spiritual entity. As a self-avowed agnostic theist, I consider myself a member of the very same continuum as the “true believer” or the agnostic atheist, or possibly even the atheist. I am simply in a different spot on the line as the next person... and as I see it, it is not a question of good or bad, but rather of what I have learned or am willing to learn.

As a little sideline interlude of thought, I might mention that prior to my psychological “turn-around” in 2003, had I encountered a discussion such as the previous one regarding spiritual reality and value, I most certainly would have exclaimed, with the unmeasurable wisdom of a bore, that the whole thing is a tedious bunch of bullshit. “Why don’t you just go have a nice cold beer and shut the hell up?” From my current perspective, I might say that even that questionable advice is really no more right or wrong or invalid than any I might come up with these days. I do, however, choose to choose my thoughts more thoughtfully lately.

November 13, 2012... An Unbiased Glimpse at Personal Bias

I have disclaimed that my ignorance in matters of faith will be self-evident as I make my way through the considerable challenge the Bible appears to be. It may also be of value for me to elaborate a bit on just what that might mean. My knowledge, such as it is, can probably be defined as my accumulated and retained thoughts on anything and everything... with a certain, undetermined, level of validity and accuracy. 

I freely admit that I have preconceived notions about what I will find in the Bible... at least with respect to the Old Testament. Although I have not, as yet, read it, I do have a general idea about what it is about... or at least I think I do. Accordingly, it might be interesting to set up a before-reading/after-reading bias comparison. How do I view what little I know of the Bible NOW... compared to how I WILL view it when I have finished my critical reading of it? 

I do admit that I have both biases and expectations about what I will read in the Bible... and how I will be affected by it. I will make an effort to explain as best I can. Regarding the Old Testament, I have come to believe that the basic idea behind it is to present the “inspired” word of God as a history, of sorts, detailing the significant events and teachings in the past that led up to the life of Christ... all of which were based on the FEAR of God. I have vague recollections of how some of the stories unfolded based on long-ago Sunday school lessons, and, of course, there have been many movies dealing with Bible stories... however good or accurate they might have been. It should be understood that until these very recent years, it never occurred to me that a person might actually think about the stories in a critical way and develop personal moralities based on them. I essentially considered the stories no more or less important or meaningful than Star Wars or the Iliad or Snow White. The source, significance, and salvation of my intangible soul just never mattered in the least. My oversimplified philosophy in my earlier years might be summed up something like this: If I can’t see it, hear it, taste it or smell it, it just isn’t worth wasting intellectual resources on... not that I possess any. My “turn around” about ten years ago changed all that forever.

A person would have to be brain dead to be completely ignorant about the life of Christ. Anyone born and raised in the United States would have been subjected to at least parts of His life story, teachings, morality, or significance. Some, more or less than others, would be brainwashed into certain beliefs. Others would acquire a reasonably balanced and worthwhile morality from the limited understandings they were “blessed” with. Still others (like me) would perpetuate the ridiculous biases of the undereducated and regrettably ignorant antithinkers that, to this day, proliferate unchecked essentially everywhere. The point is, though, that even I have heard of Jesus... and even I have an idea of what His significance is or can be. I believe it was C.S. Lewis who pointed out (to me) that the story of God and Jesus in the Bible is chronicled, compellingly, too historically to be disregarded as myth or unimportance. The New Testament, then, will be of special interest to me. Supposedly, as I understand it, it is based on the LOVE (not fear) of God.

At this very early stage of my search for spiritual meaning, I have questions... many questions. If the Bible is supposed to be the handbook for spiritual living... for anyone looking for peace and salvation, I very reasonably expect that I will find some answers (not necessarily proofs) that will validate at least SOME of the Christian dogma for me. Let it be understood that I WANT to find that validity. I WANT to be “saved”. I do not trust the biases of others to learn about my own. This quest must be mine to make. In all honesty, I have a considerable fear that after these past ten years of critical self-evaluation... and after my sincere and looming investigation of the Christian way, I very possibly may find nothing of enough spiritual merit to me to give me the peace I seek. This would be very disappointing to me. I also hope to determine whether or not spiritual salvation is necessary or possible.

Another point of contention for me is the matter of ritual. It is quite obvious that ritual plays a very important part in the manifestation of faith... both on the sending side and the receiving side of “the message”. I will have to hope that my ignorance and my genuine search for faith will somewhat excuse my almost blasphemous view of the ritual that I have encountered. I mean no harm in my reactions to these rituals... and if the salvation of my soul is of importance to “true believers”, then my personal biases should be seen as my PERSONAL stumbling blocks... and, therefore, for me to deal with... and hopefully, forgivable.

My, perhaps, too pragmatic view of the rituals I see may very well have more significance and validity than I am aware of, but alas, at this early point in my search, I see profound and meaningless stupidities everywhere. Hopefully, readers will understand that I am not attempting to discredit nearly everything Christian... quite the contrary, I am laying bare my biases and likely mistaken beliefs and nagging ignorance in the interest of setting a baseline to begin my search for spiritual enlightenment. With an honest, concerted, effort in that direction... and with a little luck, I will be, at the end of it all, a different person... a better one.

I am perfectly able to address the intangible side of my existence in an intangible way. If I should choose to pray, I can do it anywhere I happen to be. I don’t need a church. I don’t need an evangelist’s tent. I don’t need a Sunday service... and, I’m betting, ten percent of my earnings won’t make a single speck of a difference as to whether my soul is “saved” or not. I don’t see any sense at all for a guy in a graduation robe to swing an incense thing around and speak Latin and light candles. It seems absolutely ridiculous to me that, by drinking a very small shot glass of grape juice and eating a chili cracker, I might symbolize anything more than wild imagination. I also refuse, to my dying days, to participate in what I call the stand up, sit down, kneel ritual. I realize these are strong words, but if I am to move from where I am now to where I hope I should be, honesty cannot be withheld in any way or compromised to any extent. In the spring of 2003, I made a vow to myself that I would never again be a liar. I have kept that promise to myself.

For many years, since Mason’s class in World History in 1970, the number and characteristics of the various faiths and denominations of the world have perplexed me to no end. Surely if there is a God who can create an entire universe with the snap of His fingers, He, likely, could make His intentions and guidelines clear. They are not. There are far too many different religions in the world. How is a rational, thinking, person supposed to make the right choice when, without exception, each religion is right? The true believers of each are quite willing to kill to defend or propagate their faiths. Others will immolate themselves to make their point. Some will even go so far as to send out free little propaganda booklets. 

Lately, in an effort to learn, I have begun to attend a local church. I have discussed my reasons for being there with the pastor, and have his “blessings”. My thinking is that I would be remiss in my investigation if I were to judge the way others practice their faith without some firsthand experience on which to base my judgments. After several months, despite the impressive work of the pastor, I have found little redeeming value in what I have seen and heard. The music is wonderful (contemporary Christian songs), the sermons (when performed by the pastor) are excellent (He uses citations in his supportive claims), but, I have to say, some of the people appear to me to be overzealous pious quacks. They dance around waving flags and fall down in supplication and roll around in ecstasy. One person will suddenly blurt out a litany of gibberish as what is called “speaking in tongues”... and equally as “surprising”, another person (always the same one) follows with an English interpretation of what sounds like some sort of scripture or “message” from God. The length of the interpretation is often much longer than the original sputterings.

The parishioners justify to themselves that they have the power of healing and will “lay their hands on” anyone who is willing to get healed... although I have seen nothing more than the occasional falling backwards of the “healee”... conveniently into the arms of someone who has maneuvered himself into position behind him/her. They never collapse, they always tip backwards... obviously the correct way to feel the power of the Lord.

I have told myself that, despite these rather questionable behaviors, there might possibly be some value interspersed with the weirdness. The validity of the Christian faith is far too established and revered to be simply a confusing display of unnecessary and just plain strange behaviors. I, therefore, made a pact with myself that I would try to glean whatever I could of value from the proceedings and disregard the rest. To be sure, there IS a message. There are seemingly earnest people who appear to believe without all the vaudeville. I will earnestly continue to give it a chance.

There is one other real problem I see with the Bible which, hopefully, will be resolved by my reading of it. As I understand things at this point, the Old Testament tells the story of how God created the world (or whatever), made people, and tried to guide them via commandments that were to be obeyed on pain of death (the fear of God). The New Testament, likewise, is meant to be a “handbook” for living (if you will) based on God’s love. This is probably an oversimplification, but it is, indeed, how I see things now. If, as I understand it, the Bible is the inspired word of God, it seems to me that it would be wrong for us mere mortals to interpret or dispute it. So why did He change His tactics? The old way apparently didn’t work very well... as evidenced by Noah’s flood (more on that after I read about it). It looks like God started things out a certain way... then when it didn’t work according to His expectations, He wiped the slate clean and started anew. I am open to a discussion on this, but it appears to me that God couldn’t make things work right the first time (why not?), changed His mind, and gave it another shot... which also, apparently, didn’t work because He changed his tactics again and sent His son down to try using the “love of God” method. Please excuse my blatant insolence... or what I call critical thinking, but this sounds like trial and error to me. Am I expected to absolutely accept, hook, line, and sinker, the uninterpreted word of God when it plainly describes a God who operates on a trial and error basis?

Why would I decide to read a book that I plainly have serious validity issues with? It is the only book that millions, or billions, of people all over the world accept as the word of God... and they actually USE the book to PROVE what it says. Supposedly, it is the word of God because it says it is the word of God. If anyone in any other field of credentials and any other field of thought tried to use that same tactic of reasoning as the basis for the validity of their ideas, they would be laughed off the stage. But that very strategy is used openly and freely when the Bible is used to “prove” the Bible. Any belief that can pull that off MUST have something going on that I don’t understand, but I, likely, will never understand unless I investigate... and try to keep an open mind while I do. This, though, is one of my most contentious concerns regarding the Bible.

It might be of some help, for any potential readers, to remember that much of what I have written so far on these pages is as newly considered for me as it might be for you. Although I have thought about many of the ideas that I have touched on previously, I tend to think as I write. The very reason I am having what I call a discussion with myself is that by writing my thoughts, I am able to organize and analyze them in my mind to a much greater degree than I ever could if pressed to speak them... or simply think them. Speaking…I would stumble and fall. Thinking…I would lose my way and forget where I have been or where I am going... or worse, freeze up. Writing has always been my most successful means of communicating... even with myself. 

In a way, I am addressing what I write to some possible future reader, but the reality of it is that this book really is both, a very sincere and honest search for a valid spiritual path, and a way of cleaning out the junk in my attic and replacing it with well-considered items that actually may be of real use as I live out the rest of my life. But, failing that, I might possibly hone my typing skills.

If this quest of mine... and this book... is eventually seen by others, there is every likelihood that well-meaning solicitors of questionable sanity or various denominations will want to exert their influence to hasten the continuance or completion of my conversion. I will declare now, in a most unambiguous way that I will reject all attempts. This search is mine. Its results will be mine. If my efforts appear misguided to others, those same others have my reasoned condolences. If I do, indeed, accomplish my goal of finding validity for a spiritual path that works for me, I will be quite thrilled to share my experience with anyone who expresses an interest, but I also promise (hand on Bible) that I will not become one of those solicitors. I have my reasons... please respect them.

November 14, 2012... In the Beginning (Genesis)

There will undoubtedly be those who will take issue with what might be considered my stupid, irrelevant, or unnecessary thoughts concerning “the beginning”. I feel, though, that I have made it abundantly clear that the ideas I lay upon these pages are nothing more than my own personal discussions with myself. I also will ask readers to forgive my occasional lack of proper citations. It is not meant to be a sign of disrespect or an attempt to circumvent credit where credit is due. I really just don’t see the point in citing every small passage when I am obviously discussing a topic from a specified section of the Bible. So let me say, in earnest, that I consider the Bible to be one of the greatest books ever written or compiled... probably THE greatest. Whether I consider it a valid source for the understanding of God and the salvation of my soul is another matter which I will save for later when I have actually read it. So with that, let me begin.

Though I don’t mean to give the impression that I will pick apart the entire Bible word-by-word, I do have a bit of a problem with the first three words. I fully realize that the Old Testament, at least, was purportedly the inspired word of God. As I understand it... and I might very well be wrong... the story of creation was (sort of) put into the heads of Moses and others so that they might write it all down for posterity. Whether or not any of it is fair game for interpretation is a matter that others can determine. As I see it, if God meant for us mere humans to know something, He would undoubtedly let us know in no uncertain terms, would He not? After all, why inspire a handbook for living that is ambiguous when it will be required that we completely and promptly obey…or die? I have a strong feeling from what little I already know about the Bible that this issue will be a recurring concern of mine throughout my humble quest for understanding.

So in the beginning there was…etc. In the interest of clarity, I think we can assume (interpret?) the “beginning” refers to the beginning of the earth and “heavens”. I’ll call it the universe. Setting aside the work of quantum physicists who are beginning to see evidence that there may actually be an infinite number of universes, supposedly God created our little corner of the universe at the very least... in the beginning. So if there wasn’t a universe before the beginning, where exactly was God? Heaven you say? Where’s that? And if Heaven was somewhere or everywhere or whatever, was the beginning really the beginning? It seems to me that in the real beginning God must have rode into town and set up shop in some, as yet undetermined, way. I have heard people say that God is eternal. He was always there or here or somewhere. Well then, I have to wonder who or what created God? If He was already and always “out there”, then what might He have been doing with himself for the eternity or so that He must have existed before the beginning? And how can there have been a beginning if there was an eternity before it? Okay, I’m being a bit facetious, but if we assume that God created OUR universe in the beginning, then don’t we also have to ask ourselves what right we have to make that assumption? There is that interpretation question again.

I realize that some of my ignorant understandings will seem tedious and even offensive to some people. I must admit that I have already caused a small amount of animosity in my own familiar circles because my agnostic probings make certain true believers uncomfortable. It is only after I fully explain that I am not looking for absolute answers or proofs so much as a measure of spiritual validity that others see that I am earnest in my quest for spiritual understanding. I try to make it clear that I respect the views and beliefs of others as much as my own... especially in light of the fact that I cannot validate or discredit the belief of others any more than I can my own. 

November 16, 2012... Who Took Notes?

On the first day, God said, “Let there be light.” He then divided the light into day and night. On the fourth day, God put “lights” in the firmament of the heaven to divide it (again?) into day and night. There was a greater light to rule over the day (the sun) and a lesser one (the moon) to rule over the night. He also made the stars. 

My experience as an amateur astronomer tells me that our sun IS a star... it just happens to be a really close one. So if our star provided the light of day... beginning on the fourth day of creation, what exactly was the light created on the first day? According to the inspired word, the stars and the sun (same thing) were made on the fourth day. There may be an inspired answer that I have as yet to encounter, but at the moment I find I have to assume (interpret?) that there was simply “light” of some sort... that apparently wasn’t radiating from anything. It was simply there. Well alright then. If a God is able to create, with the figurative snap of His fingers, the universe, then it shouldn’t be difficult to accept that His light doesn’t have to radiate from a light source. Let’s call it a work in progress.

I find there are many, many passages in Genesis that I find disconcerting, to say the least. I will not attempt a fruitless discussion of them all... though I will think about a few. In Genesis 3:22 there is a direct quote from God, “Behold the man has become as one of us…” Who is “us”? Throughout my pitiful life, I have been led to believe that there is only one God... and now God himself, in a direct quote... and in His infinite and omniscient wisdom, says “us”. This is the inspired word of God. Who is “us”?

There is also the matter of the serpent, the tree of life, and the tree of knowledge of good and evil. It has been suggested to me that the two forbidden trees were placed in the Garden of Eden as a test for Adam and Eve. This, though, is not stated in Genesis that I have seen. And although it seems a likely enough explanation, it also raises a couple of questions that I now wrestle with. If God strictly forbade Adam and Eve from eating the fruit of the tree upon pain of death, why did He feel the need to test them... knowing as He surely must have, being God, that they would do it? If His ultimate plan was to send them out of the Garden to become farmers, why did He create the Garden in the first place? I should think Him perfectly capable of just creating Adam and Eve down at the farm.

The tree of life, strangely, appears to have gotten ignored after the tree of knowledge fiasco. God, Himself, declares that the fruit of the tree of life would endow the eater with everlasting life. No one, however, seems interested in that. Had I been Adam, having been threatened with certain death by God, Himself (which didn’t happen), and after being caught and condemned... with nothing much more to lose, would certainly have made a proverbial bee line to the tree of life and partaken of its fruit in fairly short order. That everlasting life would have come in very handy around that time, I should think. But since none of that happened, and to my knowledge, nothing regarding the tree of life happened subsequently, why was it there? Did God not know which tree Adam and Eve might eat from? Might it have been an easier test if there was only one tree? The apparent reason for the story, in the first place, is of some curiosity. If God made Adam in His image, why didn’t He know Adam would do what He, Himself, likely would have done? Who, exactly, is supposed to benefit from the telling of the story... farmers? Why didn’t God simply make Adam right? If God was so adamant about obedience in the Old Testament, why did He create people who would disobey? …and then get mad at them when they did? This, too, will come up again, I fear.

With respect (hardly) to the serpent, I really do not know where to start. Why? Why? Why? Part of the test, you say? Well alright, let’s go with that. In the interest of understanding, l will review. God, knowing exactly what He was doing, created a talking serpent to temp Eve into eating the forbidden fruit so that she, in turn, could temp Adam into eating it... knowing by the promise of God that they would die... but also know of good and evil... apparently as they were dying. What good is the knowledge of good and evil if, “…you shalt surely die”? The talking serpent also proclaimed that if they ate the forbidden fruit, they would become, “like gods.” Gods? Plural? Didn’t he mean, “like God”? Now it appears the serpent had some confusion as to the actual number of gods, as well. This quest for spiritual enlightenment and validity is, perhaps, starting off on a strange and perplexing path... despite the supposition that these “stories” are the inspired word of God.

After Cain slew Abel, he told the Lord that he didn’t know where Abel was. He (Cain) also told God that with his banishment from the garden of Eden, anyone he might meet would kill him. He then fled to the land of Nod where he found a wife. Although I have issues with many more things than what I have just mentioned, I will address these few. Cain killed his own brother... so he was a murderer, and then blatantly and directly lied to God’s face... so he bore false witness, and after virtually one line of worry, God told Cain that He would mark him that anyone who killed him would face the wrath of God. These days, it might be construed as harboring a criminal. And just who were these other people that would kill Cain if he might encounter them? Assuming Adam and Eve were the first people on the earth... and Cain and Abel were the next humans, who were the others and where did they come from. Where did Cain’s wife come from? Where, in fact, did the land of Nod come from? Let me guess…interpretation will answer all.

November 19, 2012... Genesis or Genocide

The entire story of Noah and the flood is preposterous in my view. I am sure our ubiquitous interpreters will have a field day with me and my narrow-minded and somewhat blasphemous take on this, but, at least in my eyes, none of it makes any sense at all. Is the Bible the inspired word of God? Do we interpret it? If so, are not my interpretations as valid as anyone else’s? If not, are we to seriously accept an entirely unfounded, unbelievable, and unnecessary story as the absolute truth? The very premise of the story is that God created the earth and everything on it, became disappointed in His own work, and then decided to wipe the slate clean and start over. Setting aside the assumption that God created the land of Nod so that the murdering liar, Cain, would have a place to settle down and start a family, it seems incredibly unbelievable that a God who could create life with the snap of his fingers, would bother to make it rain for forty days and forty nights in order to “undo” his work. I realize that God supposedly moves in mysterious ways, but I hardly find it appealing to accept the crazy work of a deity that would kill all of the children, squirrels, butterflies, trees, and everything else that lived on the earth because things weren’t going the way He thought they should. Is it so terribly difficult to imagine that He could have killed only the bad guys? And finally, when Noah sent the dove out after ten or eleven months, it came back with an olive leaf... presumably plucked from one of the dead trees that God killed.

I do not want to misrepresent myself as simply against the Bible... especially at this early point in my reading of it. There will be more discussion on the order of what has preceded, but it occurs to me that if my only response (so far) is totally negative, then I necessarily must have a closed mind that is unwilling to find any redeeming quality in any of it. I do not wish to make my search for spirituality that kind of quest. 

It appears to me that the Old Testament, and Genesis in particular at this point, was “inspired” and written to lay down a basis for understanding the workings of God with respect to a particular group of people... the chosen ones... the children of Abraham. It is a wonderful story... however questionable I may deem it. A people without formal and consistent schooling might find the story of Genesis compelling and powerful... and I have to assume the people of Abraham were just that. It is, therefore, understandable that these chosen people would find real significance and value in such a tale. I will give the inspired writer (Moses?) credit for crafting a really great story.

My local pastor has suggested to me that the story of “God’s people” in the Old Testament only tells the tale of what transpired regarding the Hebrew people. In his “interpretation”, many of the things I have questions about are not explained because they have no direct meaningful part to play in the explanation of God’s work. The land of Nod, for instance, is not explained because it simply doesn’t matter in the context of the chosen people’s dogma... though I have to ask myself, if God created the world and everything on it, He obviously created the land of Nod, as well. Why... if it didn’t matter? Is God to be seen as a deity who does unnecessary things? 

There is one other concern I have regarding the “chosen people”. It is likely, I suppose, that this will be addressed later in the Great Book, but my question at this point is this: If there were created other peoples on the earth (besides the chosen ones)... that apparently didn’t (or don’t) matter to the story of the workings of God, is it possible for the NON-chosen ones to be accepted into the kingdom of Heaven? I have to assume that, through Jesus, anyone can be “saved”, but at least in this early part of the Bible, this question does not seem to be addressed. It appears to me that the people of Nod were simply “zoned out” of Heaven. Too bad, so sad. Is God, then, also to be seen as a deity who plays favorites?

There are also a few concerns with Abraham. First, he marries his own sister, then he has drunken sex with his two daughters, makes a deal with God that if he circumcises all the males of his household and family forever... he will be the father of many nations. I fully realize that the customs and norms of society change over time, but I find it very disconcerting that a revered man of God... one CHOSEN by God explicitly for His purpose... should be one who, these days, would be put away for a very long time... and discredited as a deviate and a perpetrator of sexual mutilations. Do we not abhor this very kind of disfigurement as it applies to young girls in our modern world of today? Would we not severely condemn a man convicted of such deeds today... despite his claims that the Almighty made him do it? Or, perhaps, we might find him not guilty by reason of insanity.

November 21, 2012... Another Reminder…

I am reading the Bible, not in reverence to its message, but as a potential source of validity for the Christian dogma from which I hope to find personal significance, a path to inner peace, and even spiritual salvation... whether that is possible or not. Readers should not confuse my critical responses to my readings as an atheist-like condemnation of an entire worldwide faith... or the fact that I am reading the Bible in the first place…as an indication that I am on a path to giving myself to God. The truth of it, if I may be so blunt, is that I have, for most of my life, felt “lost” spiritually... and I am quite weary of it. Although I have made a considerable attempt to find information regarding how to read and interpret the Bible, I have found nothing of an unbiased nature to help me in my search. Every source, including the self-proclaimed “unbiased” ones, attempts to influence how I should or should not accept or interpret the Great Book. I, therefore, find that I must reiterate my right to interpret as I can... as all the others, likewise, do. I see no reason to separate my interpretations from those of others as somehow lacking or unqualified or uneducated. The Bible, if I understand its intended purpose, is no more or less meant for one person than another. Its meaning is as much for me to discern as it is for others. 

I admit to my ignorance... and to some extent, revel in it. As I stated earlier somewhere, I would rather be an honest and ignorant fool than a biased and arrogant fake. Fool though I am, my heart, I believe, is sincere... and if God really DOES care about me, and see me wallowing in my personal mire, He will, if He is what I have come to expect, open His arms to me despite my rather lengthy and perhaps distasteful meanderings.

I suppose I should also clarify the fact that although I am noting the date on which I begin reading each book of the Bible, I am actually taking it in snippets and writing about the various parts over the course of days or even weeks. I will not skip any of it... and I don’t intend to skip around taking things “out of order”... though I have come to understand that parts of it were not meant to be included in any particular order. I will read all of it little-by-little, from beginning to end, and comment as I proceed through it... and all of my observations will be noted as I encounter them... my comments written as I think of them.

November 23, 2012... The Joy of Sects

 

Although I have a copy of the King James Bible at my side as I write this, I will also confess that I am listening to the NEW King James version on my car CD player, as well. As I listen (in those previously mentioned snippets), I refer to the original KJ version to verify that what I think I heard is in fact what I did hear.

I have heard comments in the past about sex... and incest... in the Bible, but because of my admittedly ignorant revulsion of all things religious (in the past), I simply ignored all of it as something others might deal with more appropriately. Today, I encountered the story of how Jacob, the son of Isaac, found a wife. Without repeating what has been widely read by more capable readers than me, I will say that there does, indeed, appear to be what we in these modern times would call rampant incest. Jacob bargains with his own uncle for Rachel to become his wife. Good ‘ol uncle La’ban, in his questionable wisdom, instructs his other daughter Le’ah to secretly (?) lay with Jacob... who doesn’t catch on until the following morning... and then wonders at the dastardly deception. La’ban then gives Le’ah to Jacob as a wife, and although Jacob is in love with Rachel, he “goes into her” anyway and produces six sons... obviously consolation prizes. Le’ah also offers her maidservant to lay with him, as well. Then Rachel gets into the act and offers her maidservant, too... and Jacob goes into her. Then Jacob gets Rachel pregnant, as well. It is beginning to get abundantly clear what the Lord meant when he promised Abraham that his “seed” will multiply like the stars in the heavens.

I do not want to seem overcritical of what may very well have been the sexual norms over three thousand years ago, but it does strike me that the chosen people of God were not only blessed but also blessed with a few disconcerting perks. I am a bit perplexed, that the ultimate book of morality portrays the chosen people of God (Abraham and Jacob, in particular... so far) as sex-crazed, incestual, perpetrators of drunken sex and sexual disfigurement. If we were, indeed, created in God’s image, I have to ask myself if this is the kind of thing that He does in his spare time?

December 22, 2012... Influence and Bias

By the dates recorded here, it can be deduced that I have been lacking lately... in a regular continuance of thought. This is not actually the case, but I will explain my missing month of journal writing. First, I will confess that I actually lost the portion of the audio Bible I have been listening to. It is now found. I have also been pondering the inevitable influences and biases I encounter daily... regarding the Christian belief. There are three in particular that I will mention in an effort to underline a bit of the world I face while stumbling through my intangible spiritual maze.

I mentioned earlier that I have been attending a local church with my “believer” wife on the Sundays that I am available to go. She (my wife) has been a rather precious resource for me during my search for spirituality... despite the inherent dysfunction that I unwittingly brought into our adult lives. With her (somewhat recent) commitment to wholehearted belief, I am experiencing firsthand how Christian thinking can benefit people. By this, I mean to say that through her heartfelt acceptance of Christ, my wife is finding a way to deal with past unpleasantness... and, I can only hope, an eventual forgiveness for my unintended failings. One of my most pressing wishes is that I can find some measure of redemption in her eyes... along with an acceptance that I am no longer, and never can be, the person I used to be. I find that, although it is difficult for anyone, it is much easier for me to see the intangible side of me... than it is for her. I give her unbounded credit for trying.
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