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Per aspera ad astra.

(Through hardship to the stars.)

In loving memory of my sweet and brilliant friend, Jeff Goad.



PROOF OF SPIRITUAL PHENOMENA
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“In Proof of Spiritual Phenomena, neuroscientist Mona Sobhani, Ph.D., 
takes the reader through her journey from being a skeptically oriented scientific 
materialist to realizing there’s much more to the Universe. This entertaining and 
easy-to-read book weaves Sobhani’s personal experiences with a diverse body of credible 
science to demonstrate the desperate need for a revised scientific meta-paradigm. 
It is this sort of courage and intellectual honesty that will be required for science—and 
society—to truly evolve.”

MARK GOBER, AUTHOR OF
AN END TO UPSIDE 
DOWN THINKING AND HOST OF 
WHERE IS MY MIND? PODCAST

“Thank the Universe for Mona Sobhani! Is it any coincidence that neuroscientists, 
after looking carefully at the brain to answer age-old questions, are starting to 
turn to spirituality? Nope. It’s because they don’t find what they are looking for 
in the materialist paradigm, but they know what they’re looking for is real. Sobhani 
leads the pack with her brilliant and vulnerable take on what it means for her and 
other scientists to turn the corner from materialism to post-materialist thought—and 
why it’s necessary to explain human experience, including and especially human spiritual 
experience. By letting us into her journey, she shows us parts of ourselves that 
are learning a new way of knowing, and then she supports our growing knowledge with 
her hard-won wisdom.”

JULIA MOSSBRIDGE, PH.D.,
AFFILIATE PROFESSOR AT THE UNIVERSITY OF 
SAN DIEGO, COFOUNDER 
OF THE INSTITUTE FOR LOVE AND 
TIME (TILT), AND COAUTHOR OF TRANSCENDENT 
MIND

“Mona Sobhani is a ‘flipped’ scientist, a neuroscientist whose mechanical-materialist 
worldview was turned upside down and inside out by a series of honest life experiences 
that she refused to deny and instead insisted on thinking through. Her book is 
a page-turning journey filled with everything from coffee ground divinations, mediums, 
and intuitives; through past lives, secret government psychical research programs, 
and the new psychedelic research; to the latest scientific and philosophical visions 
of a conscious, intentional, and profoundly meaningful cosmos. Her message? The 
old order of knowledge is passing away. Let it go. The new world is taking shape 
in and as us. Let it be.”

JEFFREY J. KRIPAL, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF THE FLIP: 
EPIPHANIES OF MIND AND THE FUTURE 
OF KNOWLEDGE

“Like opening a set of nesting dolls, Sobhani takes us on her own journey through 
the layers of her own mind—from the outermost layer grounded in the physical and 
empirical world, to the intellectual mind which struggles to make sense of everything, 
and eventually to the innermost, blissful self, where pure consciousness and 
just being resides. It’s a delightful ride along where one can vicariously experience 
the author’s struggle to reconcile science and spirituality, as she comes to rest 
in knowing that it is fine to accept some things as just a mystery!”

LAURA BAKER, PH.D., 
PSYCHOLOGY PROFESSOR AT USC

“Proof of Spiritual Phenomena is a daring, exciting exploration of the 
intersection of human consciousness and the intricacies of the physical Universe.”

LARRY DOSSEY, M.D.,
AUTHOR OF ONE MIND

“With Proof of Spiritual Phenomena, you hold the key to unlocking a whole 
new level of experiencing and understanding, not only the world around you that 
you can see but also the one you can’t see. Backed up with easy-to-understand science 
as well as mind-blowing evidence and interviews, Sobhani achieves what is, in my 
opinion, the first book to truly unlock the intersection point between science and 
soul-based spirituality. This book is so outstanding and life-changing, you will 
find yourself buying extra copies to give to everyone you love so that they, too, 
can experience the magic that is Proof of Spiritual Phenomena.”

ROYCE CHRISTYN,
ACTOR, HOST, AND AUTHOR OF SCRIPTING THE 
LIFE YOU WANT
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PREFACE

Welcome to the Public Funeral for ‘Old Me’

I really don’t want to be writing this book. Sometimes I find myself imagining 
how my life would have been, had I gone on the way I was before. Sometimes I wish 
none of this had happened to me and I had stayed on my original path. Nevertheless, 
like many other things in life, it was unstoppable, it happened, and now I’m here—writing 
this book I don’t want to be writing.

I had a lot of trouble sitting down to write this book—a book that would 
irrevocably change my life. At first, I thought to myself that I could just quietly 
and privately accept all that I had learned. I thought I could accept both that 
I had profoundly changed personally and that my view of the world had changed. But 
the more I learned and thought about what I learned, the more that became impossible.

And here’s the reason: At the beginning of this journey, I would have been the 
least likely person to tell this story. I was vehemently opposed to religion and 
spirituality because science was my religion. I lived and breathed the wonders of 
the human brain as a neuroscientist. Then a series of life events led me down 
a path of investigation that transformed me from an aggressively anti-religious, 
anti-spiritual, strictly scientific materialist (i.e., believing only matter and 
energy make up the world) and agnostic neuroscientist into a neuroscientist who 
believes the interaction between mind and matter are more complicated than we currently understand, and that we are probably all connected through 
a broader consciousness. I am now someone who is open to the idea of past lives 
and karma, believes weird things happen all the time that our scientific framework 
can’t explain, and generally finds herself saying things straight out of ancient 
spiritual texts—and not because I needed comfort, but because that’s where the evidence 
led me. I followed an invisible thread of evidence into the marvelous world of 
mystery and mysticism, and with this book, I hope to inspire others to do the 
same.

While that all sounds nice now, the road to the ‘new me’ was brutal. I would 
read some evidence—and there was so much evidence to be read—and update my 
thinking but then read something else and change my mind. Scientific materialism, 
which is the framework that the scientific community currently uses to model the 
Universe that we live in, was the hammer, and my new beliefs were the monkey in 
a never-ending monkey hammer arcade game. It took countless books, scientific studies, 
and conversations with colleagues and experts to update my beliefs. When I finally 
did open to the possibility of a different worldview—one where meaning 
is embedded in the Universe—in flowed a wondrous feeling of delight and serenity 
that I hadn’t known was missing.

So ‘new me’ is writing this book for ‘old me,’ both to process and memorialize 
my path to one version of me who has space in her life for science and spirituality. 
I’m writing this book also to document the difficulty of altering our beliefs. But 
I also hope it is helpful for others who find themselves on this twisted, scary, 
nonmaterialist road. I try to look upon the older version of myself with compassion; 
and if you find yourself in a similar position, I hope you can do the same. I also 
try to apply that compassion toward fanatic scientific materialist believers because, 
boy, have I been there. One thing I hope to never do again is have the audacity 
to think that we already know all the answers to the mysteries of the Universe.

Another reason for putting the story down into writing is to add my name to the 
long list of scientists, philosophers, and physicists who think it is imperative that we update the scientific paradigm beyond scientific 
materialism for long overdue innovative breakthroughs in physics, neuroscience, 
and medicine. In doing that, science may incidentally come to match most people’s 
experience of reality. Scientists and other experts will tell you what they truly 
think and believe when conversations are had in confidence, but come on! It is 
too disingenuous that we make one set of statements publicly and a whole different, 
more honest and open-minded set of statements in private cocktail hours. More 
scientists need to open their minds publicly. We need to take an honest 
look at data that doesn’t fit our current modern theories of reality, because there 
is a lot of it. So writing this book is me taking a stand, publicly.

One of the first things we learn in statistics is that you can’t just throw away 
outlying data points. Yet modern scientists do that consistently with any data 
that doesn’t fit a scientific materialist framework. Yes, it is important for scientists 
to be skeptical and try to be unbiased. Yes, the human brain is built to believe, 
and it is a storyteller by design, so we often jump to conclusions and need to check 
our biases. Yes, many of the things from our past that we believed to be mystical, 
magical, or religious turned out to be decidedly less so when we had the appropriate 
ways of measuring them (think viruses and bacteria, for example). All that notwithstanding, 
the mainstream scientific world has taken these few reasons and turned them into 
dogma. Just like all religions and cults, mainstream science snuffs out opposing 
thoughts with stigma, ostracism, indignant condemnation, and condescension. In my 
opinion, it does it at its own expense. But we can change that!

As I said, I really wish I wasn’t writing or living this.

But I am.

Welcome to the public funeral for my former self and to a plea to scientists 
to muster courage to embrace new ways of thinking.
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Introduction

‘Old me’ would have hated ‘new me.’ As a die-hard scientist, ‘old me’ 
would have felt her heart pounding with agitation and contempt as ‘new me’ discussed 
mind-matter interactions and differing philosophies of the nature of reality and 
the Universe. Long after the encounter was over, ‘old me’ would have kept thinking 
about how stupid ‘new me’ was and would have been internally decrying the ignorance 
of the world. ‘Old me’ would have, with disgust, told ‘new me’ that her beliefs 
were very nice ideas to comfort herself through a difficult life, but that there 
was no evidence for any of it—never mind that ‘old me’ had never actually bothered 
to check if there was any research supporting the claims of ‘new me.’

As I prepare to begin writing, I feel constriction in my chest, tightening 
in my stomach, and that existential pain that dares to try to knock me over. Why? 
Because it still hurts to think about the journey and the transformation. Maybe 
it’s because all of it is ongoing and fresh, but also maybe it’s because of how 
deeply it tore into me and tore my life apart. That’s how deeply our beliefs become 
intertwined with our identities. It’s hard to change what you believe without thinking 
that you’ve lost yourself. It truly is like a death and rebirth, and it takes a 
while for all your neural representations to update and catch up. In any case, an 
introduction to the former me—or ‘old me,’ as I will refer to her from here on out—is 
necessary.

Before I tell you how I had to burn to the ground to rise from the ashes, I need to lay the groundwork by defining a few concepts and explaining 
a few editorial decisions that I made. This is a book about a personal journey of 
transformation with anecdotes from my life, but it is also about presenting scientific 
evidence from multiple disciplines that contributed to changing the way I think 
about the world. In the midst of an existential crisis, the mystical and meaningful 
dimensions of life came fluttering into my world, but at first, my scientific mind 
swatted them away. Looking back now, I can see that at the beginning of the project 
I was simply curious and wanted to discuss personal experiences with others, and 
simply play with the idea that science and spirituality could coexist. I thought 
that a few casual conversations would do the trick and I could move on. You’ll hear 
this in the first few interviews that I did with personal friends. Deciding to 
fully embrace this challenge and actually try to pursue universal truths by reaching 
out to the individuals whom I refer to as “the people who know” was an unexpected 
accident. That accident caused me to examine massive amounts of research materials 
to come to the conclusions that I made. Luckily for you, I will not be conveying
all of the information that I consumed, but rather selecting particularly 
transformative conversations, studies, or books to highlight and share with you 
the ideas that shook the foundation of my understanding of reality. I do understand 
that some people will want to do further reading, so a list of recommended reading 
materials is included at the end of the book. Accompanying the empirical evidence 
were the transformational personal experiences that dotted my path and ultimately 
redefined “proof” for me. There, at the intersection of science and spirituality, 
a new personal worldview emerged, where the Universe is imbued with meaning and 
there exists a mystical dimension to life.

But before we slip into that story, some logistics. . . .

I thought long and hard about the inclusion in this book of fringe science findings 
(because what are those other than outliers?) but ultimately decided to include 
them because the evidence was strong by any normal measure of scientific standards. 
I have worked long and hard for my scientific training. It is a part of my DNA and 
of my core identity, and I would die before I let anyone take that away from me. So absolutely zero 
parts of me were excited to write about all of the scientific findings I discovered 
on controversial research topics such as reincarnation, precognition, and clairvoyance. 
Many times, I thought of sweeping it all under the rug, like many others before 
me have done.

But for me, all we really have is our integrity, and how could I call myself 
a scientist after ignoring a strong dataset? It would not be authentic or genuine, 
and worse, it would hurt science and humanity. In the end, I did not want to contribute 
to the propagation of censorship of data that doesn’t fit just one of the many possible 
models of reality in our Universe.

Language is a beautiful thing, but it can also be a hindrance. How do you describe 
something that is indescribable? It can be difficult to find appropriate and accurate 
words or descriptions to convey complex and mysterious topics and experiences. Because 
of the array of disciplines that I touch on in the book—neuroscience, physics, 
philosophy, and psychology—there will be complex words and topics, and I will try 
to break them down in an easy-to-understand way. Most things will be explained within 
the text, but let’s discuss a few here to lay the foundation.

Scientific materialism believes that physical reality is fundamental or, in 
other words, all that exists. The theory suggests that everything physical would 
continue existing whether humans were around to observe it or not. There are multiple 
assumptions that go into this theory that affect the way we do science, but I will 
tackle those as they come up in the appropriate chapters.

There are other models of reality and the Universe that will be discussed in 
the book that consider consciousness. Consciousness is a tricky little word 
and concept, but for simplicity let’s define it as the awareness of one’s fundamental 
essence, or our inner experience of life. When we study consciousness from a first-person 
point of view, it is known as phenomenology. To examine the phenomenological 
experience of a person is to collect a subjective report of their lived experience—what 
is it like to be you? It is an important research tool.

We will discuss individuals, such as psychics and mediums, who receive information 
about you and your life outside of the typical five senses. A psychic, also known 
as an intuitive, reads energy from you and from the Universe to understand your 
past, present, and possible futures. A medium communicates and receives messages 
from the deceased. A psychic medium is someone who can both read energy and communicate 
with deceased individuals. I will mostly refer to psychics or intuitives as “intuitives” 
to better capture the range of information they provide, unless the source material 
itself uses the word “psychic.” I will use the words “intuitive reading” and “psychic 
reading” interchangeably, although intuitive reading is becoming the more popular 
term. If a person is specifically skilled in both, I will refer to them as a “psychic 
medium” because that is usually how they refer to themselves. A mystic might 
be defined as someone who has direct experience of the sacred and is more of a general 
term to capture the variety of mystical experiences.

I will refer to any phenomena that are out of sync with scientific materialism 
as “unexplained phenomena.” I will define the phenomena as they arise in the text.

When reviewing scientific evidence in the book for unexplained phenomena, I will 
mainly outline reviews and summarized findings from multiple studies—rather than 
individual studies—to focus on findings that have been replicated and are less likely 
to be a one-off result. Again, this book is not meant to be a comprehensive review 
of evidence, because other authors have already done a fantastic job of summarizing 
the evidence.

Toward the end of the book, I will use the words the “Cosmos” and “Universe” 
interchangeably.

Okay, now that we have gotten that out of the way, it’s time to meet ‘old me’ 
. . . and you can find out how I joined a little cult called science.
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1

Bewitched by Science

On paper, both sides of the family would be considered Muslim. My parents are 
not religious, although my mom considers herself spiritual. Although I don’t explicitly 
remember any animosity toward Islam from my parents, I’m sure it was difficult to 
think fondly of the religion given that a radical arm of it had taken over their 
home country and ripped them from their families. My parents had arrived in the 
United States in 1976 (two years before the Iranian Revolution) so that my father 
could attend the University of Oklahoma for a degree in architecture. The Iranian 
Revolution occurred in 1978 in the name of Islam, and my parents never moved back 
to their homeland. A study-abroad trip turned into exile.

I grew up in Los Angeles, California—still my favorite place on Earth—with Iranian 
immigrant parents. I excelled in many subjects in school, but when the time came 
to think of career choices while applying for college, I initially wanted to be 
a journalist, or to focus on writing in some way. That changed when I took an 
AP psychology course in eleventh grade and the chapter on the human brain in our 
textbook enraptured me. I was enthralled by all the different regions of the brain 
and how they worked together to produce human behavior, which had always baffled 
me. I had already found that I loved observing people interact with each other, 
and I was always curious about why some people got along so well, while others 
repelled each other. Why did people lie? Why did we care what others thought? How 
did this blob of cells in our heads direct all these odd behaviors? This seemed like a worthwhile endeavor 
on which to embark.

I decided to pursue neuroscience when I started college at the University of 
California, San Diego (UCSD), which housed one of the top neuroscience programs 
in the country. I also decided to try the premedicine track because, since I’m an 
Iranian-American, there is an obligation to at least consider being a physician 
as a possible career. (For those unfamiliar, the joke goes that you have two career 
options as an Iranian-American: physician or lawyer.)

The first two years of college were a menagerie of the basic science courses—physics, 
organic chemistry, inorganic chemistry, and metabolic biochemistry—and not a lot 
of neuroscience. I was eager to get to learning about the brain, but as I acquired 
the foundational scientific knowledge, I was blown away by the complexity of nature. 
In biology the cascading events that unfolded with precise regularity throughout 
our bodies and the natural world were nothing short of miraculous. The topics were 
also extraordinarily challenging with endless pathways and mechanisms to memorize 
and understand.

The courses that really turned my understanding of the world upside down were 
physics and chemistry. I had a difficult time with physics and chemistry because, 
while there were many laws, equations, and rules to memorize and I was great at 
memorizing, there weren’t many explanations about exactly how these phenomena emerged, 
or why they existed, which did not align well with my learning style. To truly learn 
and understand something, I need to have insight into more than just the mechanism, 
like why the mechanism evolved in this particular way and not another way. Due 
to the fact that the discipline of biology is multiple levels of abstraction above 
chemistry and physics, you can reach back down for explanations. For example, you 
may have to memorize DNA replication pathways, but at least you understand the why 
(cell division) or the how (DNA coming apart, being copied, being rebuilt, and so 
on). For physics and chemistry, there weren’t always neat answers for the why or 
the how. You would have to memorize that electrons formed a cloud around a nucleus, 
but there was really no understanding as to why that was the case. You’d have to memorize the equations 
for Newton’s laws of physics, but the textbooks didn’t contain any deeper explanation 
of the forces, how they emerged, why they existed, and why we expect them to be 
uniform everywhere. I was left with many, many questions about the nature of the 
Universe, but also with intense awe and respect for these governing forces that 
we barely understood.

I left UCSD with a good understanding of cellular and molecular neuroscience 
but realized that I still hadn’t been able to dive deeply into the mechanisms of 
complex human behavior. I had ditched being a premed student after an internship 
at the local hospital, where I realized I really had no interest in being a physician. 
Instead, I joined a graduate program in neuroscience at the University of Southern 
California (USC), where I focused on cognitive neuroscience. I was particularly 
interested in psychopathic traits because I wanted to understand what could go “wrong” 
in the brain to make a human act cruelly to another. I’m sure my parents were delighted 
when I informed them that not only did I not want to be a physician, but that I 
wanted to study psychopathic traits. Hey, you’ve gotta follow your heart.

As for spirituality, somewhere around the age of twelve, after giving it some 
thoughtful analysis, I decided that Islam made no sense to me. Praying five times 
a day seemed time consuming, overly fanatical, and, really, all around nonsensical 
to me in every possible way. Also, the misogyny didn’t sit well with my budding 
feminist ideals. So I dropped it. Around the same time, I somehow discovered Wicca 
on the nascent internet and decided that a religion—although I was quickly getting 
turned off by that word—that worshipped nature and had equal representation for 
women in the form of a Goddess was the one for me. I was a moon admirer, a nature 
lover. My Wiccan practice fell to the wayside when I hit high school, though, and 
I became indifferent toward religion or spirituality, with leanings toward agnosticism.

Until 9/11. The death, destruction, and trauma wrought by the attacks of 9/11 
turned my ambivalence into a distaste for religion. It radicalized me into becoming 
aggressively anti-religious, while simultaneously sparking my interest in international geopolitical affairs. In 
the first two years of college, we had a core course that required us to read many 
of the main religious texts and to learn their histories. I remember that somehow 
everything I learned made me more antireligious, but in an overly emotional way. 
Surely it was related to the negative associations between religion and my parents’ 
history. Then the attack on my own homeland fanned the flames.

At the same time that these volatile, combative feelings toward religion were 
solidifying, I was being armed with a scientific understanding of the world that 
I used as ammo. Religion aside, I also really didn’t see a place for God or any 
kind of disembodied intelligence in the scientific world. I do not mean that this 
was my opinion. I mean that I genuinely did not mechanically understand how it could 
be so. I didn’t understand the concept of the soul because I couldn’t imagine 
what it was made of. Carbon? Hydrogen? Oxygen? Where did it sit in the body? When 
did it emerge during development of the fetus? It just made no sense to me. I didn’t 
even understand what the word “spiritual” meant. I thought people who believed in 
religion were, frankly, not the brightest crayons in the crayon box; although over 
time I came to view it as a coping mechanism. Using Darwinian evolution to speculate 
that religion and spirituality emerged as a coping mechanism for humans to make 
sense of their environment or to aid the cohesion of a group is a popular narrative 
espoused by nonbelievers.


BUT WAIT . . . IS THERE MORE TO THE UNIVERSE?

While I was anti-religiosity and anti-spirituality, there was a time, between 
moving home from studying abroad in Paris during my last semester of my undergraduate 
studies and beginning graduate school, that I began wondering about the mysteries 
of the Universe. I’m sure there were events that led to this, I just can’t remember 
exactly what they were. I had always wondered about fate and destiny and coinci
dences (I was obsessed with coincidences in college), but my science indoctrination was slowly erasing those kinds of thoughts. They had a brief resurgence 
during this period when I was living at my parents’ house. I was particularly interested 
in the concept of thoughts becoming reality by some unexplained mechanism. Perhaps 
this is because this was around the time the book The Secret by Rhonda Byrne 
was released, and its topic was in cultural discussions everywhere. The book didn’t 
have a lot of substance or citations, but the concept struck me because it resonated 
with me, in that I had had eerie experiences where something I thought about obsessively 
would happen just the way I pictured it on multiple occasions. I began 
reading quantum physics papers and thinking of how it tied to the brain. Alas, graduate 
school became overwhelming, and I did not have time for extracurricular research, 
so I abandoned that hobby.

Instead, I was immersed in a deep education of the brain through coursework that 
took me on a tour from individual neurons to specific brain regions to whole brain 
network connections and computational models of how the brain works. In addition 
to coursework, I also got real-world experience with designing experiments, running 
brain scans, and analyzing the structural and functional connections of the brain 
using advanced statistical analyses.

I learned a lot of things about the scientific endeavor, but I will reserve those 
comments for a later chapter. The more I learned about the brain, the more I realized 
that this organ is really hard to understand and that we don’t really know how it 
works after all! I also learned that, although we feel like we are in charge of 
our decisions and perceptions, our behaviors are actually driven at a far less conscious 
level. That kind of revelation makes you question every single one of your perceptions, 
thoughts, decisions, and actions—looking for evidence that this possibly untrustworthy 
organ was actually the one in charge.






[image: image]

2

The Untrustworthy Brain & the Religion of Science

 

“You’re wondering if you’re on the right path.”

“Yes, you are. It had to happen this way for the next thing to come forward. 
I see the Hand of God. Fate.”

Oh, no. She said “God.” Barf. I was annoyed but kept 
listening.

“This is a karmic thing from a past life. God brought it 
forward to heal it.”

Past life?! Karma?? God?! again. That’s . . . those aren’t real, so. . . .

“The person associated with this situation is one of your soul mates, from your 
soul group.”

Hmm. . . .

I had no idea what she was talking about. I didn’t even believe in souls. The 
intuitive reader’s words were even kookier than the notion that she could predict 
my future.

I would say that neuroscientists are even more skeptical than typical 
scientists because we know how the brain works. Our brains are coincidence detectors, 
storytellers, and filters of reality. The brain does the best job it can by taking 
the information that it has and crafting a version of the present moment based on 
its past experiences and its predictions about the future. Can we trust the brain? 
I think it might be useful to explain some of the features of the brain that cause 
us to question its trustworthiness.

Your brain is a storyteller. I do not just mean that our brains can create fictional 
stories—which is a defining feature that sets humans apart from other animals—but 
also that the brain is always trying to make sense of all incoming sensory information. 
The thing is, though, that the stories it crafts are not always based in truth. 
This is exemplified by what we call the left hemisphere interpreter. The left 
hemisphere interpreter takes the incoming sensory information that it has, compares 
it to information from the past, and rationalizes the most likely explanation, or 
story, for what it is receiving. The best example to demonstrate this feature of 
the brain comes from experiments with split-brain patients. The two hemispheres 
of the brain are normally connected by a bundle of neurons called the corpus 
callosum and, for various reasons, some patients in the past have had the corpus 
callosum severed, disconnecting the two hemispheres and preventing communication 
between them.

When the two hemispheres are connected, the left hemisphere interpreter has access 
to all sensory information. This ability is lost in split-brain patients, so their 
right hemisphere only has access to information from the left side of the body, 
and the left hemisphere only has access to information from the right side of the 
body (because the neurons cross over from opposite sides of the body on their way 
to the brain). In a set of classic experiments (Gazzaniga 1970; Gazzaniga 2005), 
neuroscientists showed the power of the left hemisphere interpreter’s need to 
reason and explain what is going on in the environment. When an image was presented 
to the right visual field of a split-brain patient, the patient had no problem naming 
what they saw because language is contained in the left hemisphere, the same hemisphere 
that perceived the image (see figure 2.1). But when an image was shown 
to the left visual field, since the right hemisphere does not have the capability 
to produce language and the hemispheres cannot communicate, the patient could 
not report out loud to the researcher what they had seen. However, when asked to 
draw what they had seen, then the patient was able to accurately draw what they 
viewed in the left visual field, revealing that the brain did, in fact, receive the information, but just could not communicate it verbally.
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Figure 2.1. This illustration shows a sample experimental setup for the classic neuroscience split-brain experiment in which the difference between 
the functions of the two brain hemispheres are revealed.

When the researchers asked the patient why they drew the picture—let’s say it 
was a glass of water—they reasoned that, “I must be thirsty,” unaware that their 
right hemisphere had actually seen an image of a glass of water in the experiment 
and that this was the actual reason why they drew it! The correct answer to the 
researcher’s question would have been, “I do not know,” but the interpreter’s 
job is to create a story and have an answer, so that is what it did. The researchers 
found that this effect extended to emotions as well, because when they showed the 
left visual field an emotional video clip or image that caused a negative mood in 
the patient and then asked how the patient felt, the patient would respond with 
“I feel kind of scared. I feel jumpy, I think maybe I don’t like this room, or maybe 
it’s you.” They felt the emotion but, again, could not report the real reason why they felt that way (the emotional video clip) because the left hemisphere 
did not have access to the information in the right hemisphere.

When you stop to think about these results, they are so fascinating! Even though 
these experiments were done with special patients, and our brains do usually have 
information from both hemispheres, we still typically have at least some missing 
information because our brains can’t possibly process everything. But brains do 
not like not having answers, so they create one however they can.

Our brains are also coincidence detectors and are built to find patterns, even 
when a pattern does not seemingly exist. This helps the brain make sense of what 
is going on in the environment and helps facilitate the storytelling. An example 
of this is when we see faces in clouds or toast, or when Aunt Mildred tells you 
that she always goes to the casino the day after it rains because that’s when she 
usually wins. This is called apophenia, and humans do it all the time. It 
is not always negative. In fact, people with higher intelligence tend to have better 
pattern detection abilities (Kurzweil 2013; Lick, Alter, and Freeman 2018), and 
there is no doubt this brain feature has helped the human species survive. A closely 
related phenomenon, called the Baader-Meinhof effect, also demonstrates 
this tendency and happens when you start noticing something that you just learned 
or heard about everywhere. It is typically believed that your pattern-detecting 
brain is responsible for the repeated perception of the thing, rather than the 
thing actually being more prevalent. The meaning and significance that one can attach 
to these coincidental events, such as Aunt Mildred’s gambling routine, are personal 
and thought to only be meaningful in one’s mind. Well, that’s the popular scientific 
belief, anyway.

The filtering of incoming sensory information is another of the brain’s features. 
Our brains can only process so much at once so as not to become overloaded with 
information, so our brains act as filters to limit the bombardment of information. 
One way it does this is with attention. In the now famous “Invisible Gorilla” experiment 
(Simons and Chabris 1999), researchers exemplified this effect by asking participants in a study to count how many times a basketball was passed 
between members of one team in a video of two teams playing. While participants 
were focused on the task at hand, a person in a gorilla suit walked through the 
basketball game, nonchalantly. At the end of the task trial, researchers asked participants 
whether they had noticed anything besides the players, and most participants reported 
that they had not because they were so focused on the task! That is an example of 
how your brain filters out irrelevant information. This is called inattentional 
blindness or perceptual blindness. A version of this phenomenon that 
may be more familiar to you is the cocktail effect, by which you can attune 
your hearing by focusing your attention on a person speaking to you at a cocktail 
party while ignoring the rest of the party’s noise.

Information is filtered differently for each person, based on our individual 
expectations, fears, and desires. Perception really is subjective. The brain enables 
us to see and experience what we expect and want to see and experience (Schwarz, 
Pfister, and Büchel 2016; Riccio, Cole, and Balcetis 2013). There are countless 
examples of how this feature can influence basic perception. For example, how 
much pain you feel can be modified by what you expect to feel (Anchisi and Zanon 
2015; Atlas and Wager 2012; Tracey 2010), and whether you can correctly read the 
emotion on someone else’s face can depend on the context of the situation (Diekhof 
et al. 2011; Aviezer et al. 2011; Schwarz et al. 2013). If two images are presented 
to you simultaneously, but too quickly for you to consciously process, you are more 
likely to automatically perceive the image that has been rewarding to you in the 
past, for example, an image that is associated with money (Balcetis and Dunning 
2006; Balcetis, Dunning, and Granot 2012).

Fear can influence visual perception, too. For example, people who are afraid 
of spiders judge images of spiders as being closer than do those who are not afraid 
(Cole, Balcetis, and Dunning 2013). Threats can also direct attention and affect 
perception. For example, people direct attention to threatening pictures of animals 
that they fear, like snakes and spiders, more than neutral pictures of flowers (Öhman, 
Flykt, and Esteves 2001). Additionally, when people have goals, their goal-setting behavior 
can direct attention toward objects that can assist in accomplishing those goals. 
For instance, when primed with mating goals, single participants directed attention 
to physically attractive members of the opposite sex who represented potential mates 
(Maner et al. 2007), and frequent cocaine users directed attention to drug-related 
images to a greater extent than did nonusers (Dunning et al. 2011).

The brain also filters information through beliefs, tending to prioritize and 
favor information and evidence that support its existing beliefs. One example is
confirmation bias: If you hold the belief that all people who drive hybrid 
cars are terrible drivers, you are more likely to notice and remember the incidents 
when a hybrid car driver cut you off than when a different car did. Humans also 
have a tendency to believe that after learning an outcome, they could have predicted 
it all along in something called hindsight bias, or the I-knew-it-all-along 
phenomenon.

In addition to influencing how your brain perceives and processes information, 
expectations and beliefs can also affect behavior. As one of many examples of this 
type, performance on a memory task by older adults can be influenced by whether 
participants were primed with stereotypes of older adults having poorer memory prior 
to the task (Steele and Aronson 1995; Lamont, Swift, and Abrams 2015). It has been 
found that using a lucky charm improves subsequent performance in golfing, motor 
dexterity, memory, and anagram games (Damisch, Stoberock, and Mussweiler 2010)—so 
don’t let anyone make you feel silly for having a lucky charm! It has also been 
shown that people who stand in powerful poses (think hands on your hips) for a minute 
or two report feeling more powerful and more tolerant of risk and also had increases 
in testosterone and decreases in cortisol, showing that belief can affect both behavior 
and physiology (Gronau et al. 2017; Carney, Cuddy, and Yap 2010). We must 
not forget the infamous placebo effect (Colloca 2018; Kaptchuk et al. 2010), 
when an inert drug or treatment causes a beneficial effect in a patient, such as 
healing.

One very profound example of the illusions of the mind comes from clinical cases of patients with dissociative identity disorder (DID, formerly 
known as multiple personality disorder). Different personalities within one DID 
patient can exhibit physiological differences in visual acuity, levels of pain sensitivity, 
diabetic status, allergic reactions, and handedness! Expectations can even affect 
others’ behaviors, as has been shown with teachers’ expectations affecting their 
students’ academic performance (known as the Pygmalion effect) (Friedrich et al. 
2015; Good, Sterzinger, and Lavigne 2018).

That’s a lot, so let’s review. Your brain uses a filtering process based on your 
past experiences, expectations, beliefs, desires, and fears to constantly look 
for patterns and coincidences in incoming sensory information to make sense of 
the world. If there are holes in the data, don’t worry about that—the brain will 
fill it in with whatever belief, past experience, or other thing that it has available. 
The big takeaway from getting a Ph.D. in neuroscience was that your brain is not 
to be fully trusted. This is especially true and exemplified well by implicit biases 
that require conscious cognitive effort to overcome, such as stereotypical assumptions 
about other groups of people.

On the other hand, the brain is also a very powerful machine that can actually 
change physiology, behavior, and performance on belief alone. This raises 
a very interesting question: Is it always in our best interest to doubt our brain’s 
trustworthiness?

Another takeaway assumption from the science you learn in graduate school is 
the concept that “meaning” is constructed in your brain and there is no actual meaning 
out in the world. The Universe behaves randomly, so everything is unrelated and 
meaningless. Depressing? Yup, but that’s what science says. That dream you had last 
night that came true exactly as you saw it? Coincidence. Or you remembered it wrong.


THE SCIENCE CULT

By the end of the six years of graduate school, I had been completely indoctrinated 
into the religion of science, or as I like to call it: The Science Cult.

People would say things like:

“Is there a God?” Oh, please.

“Do humans have a soul?” Geez, get real.

“Everything happens for a reason.”
Seriously, shut up.

Your brain wants you to believe that. Its job is to find coincidences, 
so of course everything seems related. Of course, it can seem like everything 
happens for a reason, because given enough time, you can create a nice story about 
why things happened the way they did that led to the outcome with which you’re now 
okay. I was truly insufferable and not in the least open minded about, really, anything. 
Ask any of my friends who now admit to editing the things they used to say around 
me for fear of judgment. But this is how scientific materialism trained me.

At one point I was an atheist, but eventually I became an agnostic because 
I just truly didn’t care whether there was a higher power. Although I didn’t care 
and didn’t see how there could be a higher power, I was also always ready to admit 
that we humans do not have all the answers, including whether there was a spiritual 
nature to the Universe. After going through rigorous scientific training, I also 
came to believe that we didn’t have the tools or methods to determine whether 
or not there was a higher power, and, since I didn’t care, never thought more of 
it.

I even had a necklace custom made at one point to have the word science 
inscribed on the bar pendant (which is, yes, I’m aware, very nerdy indeed).

In summary, ‘old me’ was anti-religious, didn’t understand spirituality, did 
not believe anything happened for a reason, and was pretty hostile and condescending 
toward people who did believe those things. She was interested in the forces of 
the Universe and wanted to know the answers to all its mysteries, but she was a 
devotee of science and believed that was the only way. By the end of graduate school, 
she brushed off any synchronistic or coincidental personal experiences as lies of 
her brain, even though prior to that she had sensed meaning behind the coincidences in life. She was pretty happy and self-satisfied with herself for 
a while . . . until everything lost all meaning.




EXCEPT ARMENIAN COFFEE READINGS

There is one asterisk I have to throw onto the end of the last section. Yes, 
I was a member of the Science Cult, and yes, I believed more than ever before that 
the events of life were random and meaningless. However, there is one exception 
that I have to mention: my mother’s Armenian coffee fortune readings. For the unfamiliar 
reader, some Middle Eastern cultures drink a type of finely ground coffee that leaves 
coffee grounds at the bottom of the cup. It is customary to flip the cup, let the 
grounds dry, and look at the patterns for your fortune from an (if you’re lucky) 
experienced fortune teller. It is akin to tea leaf reading. My grandmother apparently 
had legendary cup-reading skills. Unfortunately, since she lived in Iran most of 
my life, and the times that I did get to see her I was too young to drink coffee, 
I never had the pleasure of having my cup read by her. As it turns out, though, 
my own mother was extraordinarily skilled as well.

These readings had always been going on in the background of our family get-togethers, 
and I never paid much attention to any of it. The women would usually scuttle off 
together to a separate table in the house to peek into their futures. I wasn’t much 
of a coffee drinker and didn’t need my fortune told. During the time between studying 
abroad and beginning graduate school, when I was living at my parents’ house, my 
mother began reading my fortune from the coffee grounds. I never asked for it, but 
we would have coffee together in the mornings, and she would mindlessly and out 
of habit casually gaze into the remaining coffee grounds in the cup, periodically 
telling me things about my alleged near-term future. I never took it seriously.

My best girlfriends, on the other hand, would request to come over nearly every 
Sunday for a chance for a reading. They swore by her predictions. Trading off visits 
between them was necessary as coffee reading was an energy-draining business. After 
a short while, I started noticing that the things she would tell me would come true with unusual accuracy.

Now, I know all the criticisms of psychic readings. Please believe me when I 
say that, even to this day when I get readings, my mind immediately first goes 
to debunking the information as generic and vague. This is societal and scientific 
training that runs so deep that I doubt it can ever be fully washed away—and that’s 
probably a good thing. I truly do believe it is important to be discerning and to 
explore multiple possible explanations for phenomena and observations. Also, at 
this time, the coffee readings were new to me, and I didn’t have any reason to believe 
they worked, so it caught me off guard. When I say that the things she said started 
to come true, they were exceptionally specific things to my life at that particular 
moment that made me stop in my tracks with goose bumps running all over my body. 
I know you want to hear examples, and I will give a few shortly. Before I knew it, 
I joined my friends in looking forward to coffee readings from my mom.

My friends and I would drink the coffee, f lip the cup, let the grounds dry, 
and then hold our breath nervously and with intense anticipation as my mother peered 
into the cup. She has explained to me over the years the way that she reads the 
cups, and I will share it with you. As her eyes adjust to the grounds, she looks 
for images that pop out to her and then looks for linkages between the images to 
tell stories. By the location of the image in the cup, she can deduce if the event 
is occurring within one’s life or is peripheral to it, among other facts. I imagine 
that for someone who is unfamiliar with this type of fortune-telling you’re wondering 
exactly what she’s seeing (see figure 2.2). The images are archetypal, 
and my mom would explain that you translate whatever you see by the characteristics 
of the object you perceived. For example, if she saw a snake in the cup, she would 
translate it as somebody who would like to do you harm in a sneaky way, based on 
a snake’s stereotypical behavior of sneaking up slowly on its prey before it strikes. 
Based on whether the snake’s body was black (formed by the coffee grounds) or white 
(the negative space in the cup), she would deduce whether they were actually capable 
of pulling off the harm (black meant they could harm you, and white meant they were 
harmless). She would then look for other clues in the cup to see if it is “in your 
house” or “outside your house,” in order to see how close this person is to you. 
For example, if it is in a particular place in the cup indicating it is outside 
your house, that might mean it is someone outside your close inner circle of friends 
and family that you interact with regularly. Some of the time, she could see additional 
features, such as other people being connected to the main image, so then she would 
deduce, for example, that the person associated with the image has a family. Occasionally, 
she could describe with disturbing accuracy even more detailed information, such 
as the number of individuals in that person’s family, whether one of the family 
members has an illness, the genders of their children, and so on.

This archetypal manner of reading is what made fortune-telling so hard for me 
to believe in as a scientist, because what does that really mean? That there are 
inherent meanings ascribed to images and concepts in the Universe? That meaning 
is not subjective, personal, and solely constructed by our brains? When you’re used 
to studying electrons and cells, that’s a difficult concept to buy into. It just 
made no sense to me. In science, we utilize the art of reductionism—reducing everything 
into parts that can be studied further. Pulling back the curtain of symbolic meaning 
revealed nothing that I could comprehend with my scientific training. However, the predictive power of the coffee readings 
stood on its own two feet, and although the mechanism eluded my understanding, it 
didn’t make it any less real.
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Figure 2.2. Armenian coffee grounds from one of my readings

At the beginning of graduate school, when I was becoming interested in the 
underlying mysteries of the Universe, I began having weekly Sunday readings with 
my mom and documenting them. I took copious notes in an effort to prove or disprove 
the accuracy of the readings. I used all my science skills. For every prediction, 
I would wonder whether it could also apply to any of my friends’ lives, either at 
that particular moment in time—or at another time. Or whether the prediction could 
apply to me at a different, previous time of my life. I wrote them all down for 
over ten years. My general sense was that the readings weren’t 100% accurate, but 
they were more accurate than not. They were also extremely specific to the person 
getting the reading, to that time of their life, and with uniquely personal details 
of the events in their life. Using my newly acquired statistical skills, I deduced 
that it would just not be plausible for her to be that correct that often by chance. 
Let me give a few examples that my friends reported as being ones that jolted them 
and made them believers.

One year before my best friend met her husband, she had a reading with my mom 
who said that a tall, thin man was going to enter her life and be significant in 
it, like a boyfriend or husband, and that this man would have a really large family 
with lots of siblings. My best friend laughed at the time because she said that 
what my mom described was not her type and thought it highly unlikely. Lo and behold, 
one year later, she met the man who is now her husband who is tall and thin and 
has four siblings and a large extended family.

Another friend left my parents’ house completely spooked when my mom accurately 
described an ongoing situation with her partner where the couple was bumping heads 
while trying to purchase a new business together. She told me that my mom accurately 
described her feelings, her partner’s feelings, the business broker they were working 
with (physical description and personality!), the broker’s relationship to the purchase, 
and the uncertainty of the situation as well as the possible outcome. Even I had not known that they were trying to buy a business or having 
a small spousal battle.

Yet another friend was completely shaken when my mom, who didn’t even know my 
friend had a brother, accurately described the brother’s physical appearance, relationship 
to the family, and the secret fact that his favorite pastime was hoarding money!

I know you’re probably running through all the other possible explanations we 
are so used to throwing at these kinds of stories. One that we can immediately throw 
out is a cold reading, when intuitives use behavioral and external cues, 
such as race, age, and a client’s reactions, to make high-probability guesses. I 
can assure you that my mom wasn’t trying to impress us. Also, she wasn’t guessing 
things about our lives at all. She was quite literally reading the cup out loud 
to us, telling us what she saw, pointing out the images to us, and trying her best 
to interpret them. She was often reluctant to do the readings, in fact. Another 
explanation you might be thinking about is that my mom knew me and my friends intimately, 
and that even if we thought we were not telling her a lot of details about our lives, 
some bits of information inevitably made their way into her consciousness through 
our interactions. While I can’t dispute that, I can guarantee you that I was not 
updating my mom on all of the life events of my friends, including details on relationships with their significant others, work colleagues, families—all of which 
she would somehow just know. It would also not explain how she was correct most 
of the time about outcomes of these life events in advance of their happening.

I will tell my most profound coffee reading story shortly but also want to mention 
another story here. This is one of the stories that really made me wonder what was 
going on. It also addresses the possibility of my mom’s obtaining information by 
my accidentally giving it away. In Iranian-American culture, we do not update our 
parents on our dating lives until we have found the person we will marry, and 
I inherited a subscription to this tradition. I was always mum about dating and 
would vehemently deny I was ever seeing anyone (it just was not worth the headache). 
So when I say there is no chance I would have mentioned this in any way to my mom, it’s true. In my twenties I was dating a guy for a 
few months. He was sweet and cute, and if you had asked me what my favorite feature 
was of his I would have said his long, feathery eyelashes. I never thought this 
out loud or told anyone, not even my friends. It was just a personal thought that 
I had. While reading my coffee cup one Sunday, my mom said, with a surprised tone, 
“It looks like there’s a man in your life.” My heart started pounding and I got 
nervous, but I didn’t say anything. By the way, yes, that is one of the downfalls 
of having your mother read your fortunes—it’s hard to hide things. She continued 
by describing his height (how much taller he was than me), his hair (how much and 
the style), and his demeanor (easygoing, calm, casual person), all perfectly accurately. 
She also knew he was in some sort of graduate program. Then she said, “and he has 
really long, beautiful eyelashes.” I almost fell off the kitchen chair from the 
shock of having her say a private thought of mine out loud. I just could not 
believe it. And no, I am not a well-known eyelash obsessive.

I don’t know why this shook me so much more than any of the other validations 
I had over the years. Yes, it was a fact that he had long, gorgeous eyelashes, but 
it occurred to me that it probably showed up in the cup because it was significant
to me. I know that it may seem like an odd thing to be weirded out by, because 
wasn’t the whole point of the reading to get information about you and your life? 
But since it was so specific and detailed it felt like someone or something 
was watching the situation closely—closely enough to know about the eyelashes. 
That really convinced me that she was getting information from somewhere, somehow. 
But how was she getting the information? Where was this information coming from? 
What was the mechanism that prioritized information in accordance with what was 
meaningful to you, the person receiving the information? And why can we know the
future? And does that mean it’s set in stone? Is there destiny? Fate? Does 
anything we do or think matter?

These questions would be put on hold while I diligently labored through graduate 
school. The reemergence of them was the burning dawn of transformation.
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