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For Stuart Wing Ray and Emily Zinnemann—strange bedfellows, united by the fact that without them, this book would not exist.
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New York






CHAPTER 1
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The Time Nyack


There are lots of nice things you can do with sand: but do not try building a house on it.


—C. S. LEWIS, MERE CHRISTIANITY


IN THE SUMMER of 2016, my wife Colleen and I had a falling out, and I suddenly found myself, with a few stray belongings, in a hotel at the edge of my town. A town in which I had lived for seven years, but that I was now dwelling in, essentially, as a stranger, for a little over one hundred dollars a night.


This change was painful but also fascinating. Seeing my town from the slight remove that sleeping in a strange bed at its outskirts provided, I realized that I didn’t know the place at all.


The depression killed my appetite, and I often wouldn’t get around to eating till sometime after midnight, when all the food stores and restaurants had closed. Walking down to the late-night convenience mart that was just a few blocks from my hotel, I’d feel like I was in a foreign country. I’d passed that convenience mart thousands of times driving home, but I’d never had occasion to go in before. The person working the counter (it always seemed to be a different person each night) would look at me like just another late-night traveler in off the highway that flowed past the hotel, headed from, and toward, who knows where.


Daytime was equally strange. The hotel—the Time Nyack—was a recent addition to the town, and had been built in the currently fashionable “boutique” style, which meant that it was supposed to be at once sophisticated yet cozy and personal. Make no mistake, the place was nice. However, it was situated in an abandoned mill between a freeway and a graveyard. My room was on the graveyard side, and my windows, though pleasantly large and tall like the room itself, looked directly onto a hill lined with twelve headstones.


These headstones would stare back at me like a slightly 
bored Greek chorus whenever I felt energetic enough to get up from bed and see what might be happening in the world outside.


The designers of the hotel had chosen, once again oddly to my mind, the figure of a skull as its central decorative motif. The first thing you saw when you walked inside the hotel was a large, decidedly ominous metal cutout of this logo on the wall by the check-in counter. Meanwhile, the carpet my bed sat on had a similar pair of skulls woven into it, one on each side of the bed, so that the one on the left (my side at home) was always the first thing my still-blurry eyes settled on when I swung my feet out of bed each morning.


When I left the hotel, which I did infrequently, the ill omens continued. Each time I turned the key in my car, my navigation system would helpfully tell me that I was just over half a mile from home. Had someone failed to tell it that this “home,” while still existing in a physical sense, had ceased being home to me?


One afternoon, while I was driving down the main drag just outside town where all the chain and big-box stores were, a song from the early seventies, “Easy to Slip” by the group Little Feat, came on the radio. Most pop songs are, in one way or another, about heartbreak, and, as often happens in times of emotional distress, the words seemed directed straight at me that day. “All the people that you can’t recall,” sang Lowell George—although decades dead, clearly aware, somehow, of my current plight—“do they really exist at all?”


It was a good question. Did anything in this solid and predictable world we all moved through each day really and truly exist, or was it all just a lie, a big flowing river of sand, masquerading, for the moment, as solidity, reliability, permanence?


There was another reason those song lyrics hit me with such curious force that day. In the weeks leading up to my wife’s and my split, I had been working with an astrophysicist named Bernard Haisch on the beginnings of a book with the ambitious title Proof of God.


Several months back, I’d gotten an email from Haisch, who had just come back from a conference where he’d met an old friend of mine, the writer and researcher Stephan Schwartz. Bernie (as I soon came to call him) told Stephan that he’d written two books on what he considered to be very important—in fact, crucial—topics. He had, he said, a message he wanted to get out to the world.


Bernie’s books had found readers, but not a “popular” audience. The reason for this was simple. Though fascinating, both books dealt with “heavy” subject matter. Despite Bernie’s often heroic attempts to bring this subject matter down to the level of a common reader, neither of his two titles was the kind of thing someone might pick up on a whim at the airport. Perhaps, he asked, I would be interested in helping him retool these books so that they could reach a larger audience?


I had read Bernie’s second book, The Purpose-Guided Universe, and been greatly impressed with its message. Bernie was a member of what I considered a very important minority group in the scientific community. He was a responsible, respected, accomplished scientist who believed, unapologetically, in God. The world, I felt, needed more scientists like this. And they needed to hear more from those that were already out there.


I did a little reading up on Bernie outside his books, and was reminded of something I’d read in The Purpose-Guided Universe, that he had been instrumental in coming up with a controversial theory about what had at first struck me as an impossibly arcane subject: the generation of mass in the universe. In other words, how things, from bricks to baseballs to ball bearings, take on the solid, substantial feeling they have to us, when in fact (and as we shall shortly see in greater detail) all the seemingly solid objects around us are really made up completely of empty space and energy. Things appear to have mass, appear to be solid, to be there, Bernie explained to me, because of inertia.


What is inertia? In a nutshell, it’s the tendency of things at rest to want to stay at rest.


“We experience inertia constantly,” Bernie told me. “Any time a stationary object is forced to move it encounters inertia. It’s why you need gas in your car if you want to drive it up a hill, and it’s why it takes effort on your part to get up off the couch and grab another beer during game day. When you’re on a plane and the pilot ups the throttle to prepare to take off, inertia is the force that pushes you back into your seat. The plane has suddenly started moving forward, and your body is attempting to stay at rest. But once you’re up at thirty-five thousand feet going six hundred 
miles per hour, you don’t feel the inertia anymore, because you are no longer accelerating; you are cruising along at a constant speed.”


All solid matter encounters inertia when it speeds up. Inertia is the reason stuff in our world would rather hold still than move.


So what was so important about all this?


What was important, Bernie explained, is that though we know inertia creates the solid world, we don’t know for sure just how it does this.


Four years before my conversation with Bernie, in 2013, Peter Higgs and his colleague François Englert had earned a Nobel 
Prize for their discovery of the so-called Higgs Particle—otherwise known as the Higgs Boson or, more spectacularly, as the “God Particle.” Particles are, generally speaking, the smallest “things” in the universe. They’re what those larger building blocks of our universe, protons and neutrons, are made of. (Electrons, much smaller than protons and neutrons, are themselves particles.) Each different kind of particle in the universe has a field associated with it. The discovery of the Higgs Particle was the big deal it was because once you’ve established that there is a Higgs Particle, it follows as a matter of course that there is a Higgs Field, as well. And it was the Higgs Field that had gotten scientists so excited, because it was postulated that this field caused friction, when particles moved against it, and created the illusion of mass in the universe. Without the Higgs Field, particles would have had nothing to push against, nothing to allow them, through the resistance caused by that Field, to generate the illusion of matter. No Higgs Field, no world. No wonder everyone had gotten so excited.


But here’s where Bernie, and his two associates, Alfonso Rueda and Hal Puthoff, had come in. It was the opinion (not the certainty, Bernie stressed, but the opinion) that the solution put forth by Higgs and his associates might just not necessarily be correct after all.


“Might” was a word Bernie used constantly when we discussed this topic. It was extremely important to him that his colleagues not brand him what he called a “Higgs Denier.” Science, it developed, was a touchy field, and a scientist’s reputation could suffer enormously for one stray comment. Bernie had the highest respect for Higgs and the rest of the team that had created the breakthrough in possibly discovering the source of inertia. He just . . . wasn’t entirely positive they were right. “Time,” Bernie said, “will tell.” This tendency to constantly qualify just about everything he said was one of the first indications I got that with Bernie I had found a genuine scientist. Responsible scientists, I realized, aren’t interested in being right. They’re interested in what is right. That, in the contentious world of the pro-God/anti-God debates that had been raging in the book world in recent years, was the kind of voice I thought people should hear more from.


I rolled all this around in my head. A book about the reality of God’s existence. Written with a scientist. One who incidentally just might turn out to have a viable alternative theory on the creation of mass,
the phenomenon that lies behind the apparent solidity of our universe.


This didn’t sound like such a bad idea for a book to me.


And who knows, I thought, maybe I was the one to write it. Four years earlier, I’d played a part in helping Dr. Eben Alexander produce his bestseller about his near-death experience, Proof of Heaven. On the strength of my part in that book, the year before, I’d written a book called Proof of Angels with a Utah policeman named Tyler Beddoes, about the rescue of an eighteen-month-old baby, Lily Groesbeck, from an overturned car, and the mysterious voice that Tyler and three other officers had heard as they struggled to right the car. They’d all heard a voice that, they discovered when the car was once again right-side-up, had come from nowhere. The only other person in the car besides Baby Lily was her mother, Jennifer Groesbeck, who, the officers quickly realized, had died on impact some twelve hours earlier.


A surgeon who travels beyond his body while in a coma. A policeman who hears a strange voice from a car from which no voice could rationally come. And, rounding things out . . . an astrophysicist who believed in God.


I told Bernie I wasn’t up for retooling his previous books. They were, it seemed to me, just fine the way they were. But I did want to collaborate on an all-new book with him: one that would burn his message down to its very basics, so that someone with not a lot of time or scientific background could pick the book up, read it fast, and absorb what, to my mind, was a crucial and hugely empowering message: Science is not a barrier to faith, but an aid to it. Far from having disproved God’s existence, science has increasingly shown that God is, in fact, the best explanation so far found for the universe and everything in it.


One of science’s most beloved principles is something called Occam’s razor. Named for the fourteenth-century Franciscan philosopher William of Occam, this rule states that the simplest explanation is usually the best. If you have a no-nonsense, straightforward explanation for something, and a hugely convoluted, complex, and just plain unlikely one, Occam’s razor states that you are probably better off going for the simpler one, as it’s more likely to be true. As Bernie would show me again and again, when it came to the universe, the things in it, and the way those things work, the simplest and best explanation really and truly is: “God did it.”


Most science today is strongly reductionist. That means it closely follows the principle of Occam’s razor, opting relentlessly for the simple over the complex, the right-in-front-of-you over the mystifying and far-flung.


Or at least, that’s its reputation. But as Bernie was to show me, when the idea of God’s possible existence came up, most scientists promptly dropped Occam’s razor like a hot potato. Instead of a simple and straightforward explanation, they’d opt for some other, often ridiculously convoluted counter-explanation. God, for any person who truly valued science, could not possibly be an explanation for anything.


Not only that, but all of these no-God-allowed counter-explanations were 100 percent hypothetical. There was not a shred of evidence for any of them. And yet, in spite of this, they received huge play in the mainstream media. Why? Because many scientists, and popular writers in general, had an agenda to keep God out of science at all costs.


If there’s one thing that’s unscientific, it’s an agenda. True science is supposed to be absolutely open to the facts as they stand. Yet when the facts as they stand pointed toward a God who had created the universe, those facts were buried, ignored, or ridiculed, while far-less-likely explanations for the universe being the place it is, were held up in their place.


Though it’s not supposed to be, science, in short, is political. In just about all the current arguments about the universe and how it came to be, “God did it” is the best and easiest explanation. Yet this has been consistently covered up by mainstream scientific publications—even though this is grossly unscientific behavior.


Most books have a selfish motive at work somewhere in them—usually right at the surface. I was, and had for a long time, been very interested in science’s attitude toward God, and in particular in mainstream science’s tendency to push Him out of the picture. Like every member of modern society, I had spent my whole life in a world ruled by two dueling masters, each constantly fighting to achieve dominance. On one side was “science,” and on the other was “faith.” And like a child growing up in a household where the parents can’t get through a single evening without fighting, I was tired of it.


Yet I also knew this argument could not go on forever. Sooner or later, one side would win. Unless . . . this angry couple finally gave up and went to a counselor. If they did, perhaps they would learn what believing scientists like Bernie had been arguing for some time now. True science, and true religion, could not possibly be at odds with each other. For in fact, true science and true religion obeyed the same master, and it was what that master had to say that really mattered.


Who was this master—this authority who, if consulted, would level all the tiresome and increasingly strident arguments between science and religion instantly null and void?


That authority was Truth.


Truth, the real voices of wisdom have argued again and again over the centuries, is like a mountain. It may be approached from different directions, and the paths to its peak may vary from the extremely roundabout to the devastatingly direct. But whichever route you take, truth is a mountain with one peak. If a mountain has one peak, and all the paths on that mountain lead upward, then sooner or later, all those paths will end up at the same place.


Bernie was a scientist who believed in God. As such, he embodied in one person two styles of thinking about the world that many people thought were destined forever to be mutually exclusive.


But if truth was single, science and faith eventually had to meet on equal footing, and had to get along when they did so. Perhaps Bernie held the key to a question I had been curious about all my adult life. If so, then I was all ears.





CHAPTER 2
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God and Me—A Brief History


I SPENT MOST OF my childhood in McLean, Virginia, and from second through ninth grade went to an exceptionally upscale institution called the Potomac School.


Potomac is an Episcopal school, and it was at Potomac that God, or at least a certain version of God, and I were first formally introduced. This was a God of weekly church services, a God who was the subject of quiet, but generally not too passionate belief, and a God who got along well with science because He simply stayed quiet and opted not to pick a fight.


In the fifth-grade Christmas play, I was assigned the role of Augustus Caesar. The curtain opened, and I strode onstage, eyeing the audience of parents, teachers, and hapless visiting relatives dragged to the school gym with a cold and merciless scorn. Identifying myself (“My name, Augustus Caesar is!”), 
I bragged for a bit about my unassailable power and influence over the world in all directions, and then proclaimed that I would be demanding a tax (“Each man shall one penny pay!” etc.). I then strode offstage, only appearing again at the play’s end, when—in a neat and tidy, if unhistorical, wrap-up to the action—I gave the newborn savior my blessings.


During my years at Potomac, my own relationship with God—or with the being who seemed to stand behind the clues about Him given us at school—was a fairly chilly one. For there was no getting around the fact that the Episcopalian version of God being foisted on us at Potomac was exceedingly dull. So dull that, in the last analysis, the question of whether or not He actually existed didn’t really seem to matter. After all, what was this bloodless, watery abstraction, this vague, somewhat benevolent spook hovering off behind the scenes somewhere, compared to dinosaurs, or horror comics, or sharks, or, some time later on, girls?


Not that, most of the time, this lack of interest on my part presented much of a problem. God was boring, but that was okay because—Christmas play aside—He just didn’t come up that much.


But there were exceptions to this, the chief among them being the Lord’s Prayer.


From second grade through ninth, I, along with the rest of Potomac’s students, recited this prayer each day at morning assembly. This was always mildly tedious. But at some point—I have no memory exactly when—it became more than tedious. When the Lord’s Prayer was said, I quietly mumbled a sort of alternative, protest edition of it. I don’t remember exactly how it went, but it was something along these lines:


Our Father, who doesn’t exist


I don’t care if I’m supposed to believe in you.


I don’t, you are a phony,


and no one can make me say different


Because I know better.


Why this animosity on my part? Why, given what a small imposition on my time and attention this prayer made, did I go to the trouble of quietly reciting this alternative to it?


Because, it gradually emerged, I did care about God after all. I cared about Him enormously, in fact. My problem with this Lord’s Prayer business was—though I wouldn’t have used this word at the time—its lack of any kind of organic feel. There was just nothing real about it. If there was something big at work in life, some genuine director lurking far back there, out of sight but in charge all the same, this nameless entity was clearly not the dull and bloodless abstraction to which we Potomac students were forced to pay daily allegiance.


God—my God—was something different altogether. He was an entity having to do, chiefly, with nature: with sharks, with wolves, with the ocean, with that funny charged feeling that the air took on just before a big thunderstorm arrived, and, most important, with a certain strange and nameless feeling of mystery and vastness that would come over me, and had been coming over me, now and then, for as long as I could remember.


What was the specific nature of this feeling, and how did it fit in with what I knew of the world? Well, that was just it. I didn’t know. All I knew was that this feeling, which would stop me in my tracks at odd moments and overwhelm me with a feeling of distance and mystery and possibilities unknown—possessed precisely what the God of those morning school assemblies so completely lacked:


Reality.


When I hit adolescence, my obsession with the natural world intensified. I would look for hours on end through my animal books, studying the shape of a shark’s fin, or the slick, strangely hypnotic gloss on the fur of an otter.


This feeling for the strange, indefinable rightness of the natural world only intensified when I put my books down and entered the natural world myself. I found there a sparkle and pulse—an indefinable feeling of life that was more than simply life. Whatever this thing I sensed was, it struck a strange note not just of admiration or appreciation but of . . . recognition. Something in nature at its most beautiful and big made me desperately and wonderfully homesick for something. Yet what and where this Something was, I didn’t know.


In short, though I wouldn’t have described it this way at the time, the older I got the more I saw nature through a spiritual lens.


At the same time, I was becoming more unhappy with the way the natural world was presented to me in the Science classes I was taking at school, and in the books I found in the Nature section of bookstores. When I opened a book on animals that was too dense with scientific facts (the gestation period of marsupials versus that of more modern mammals; the migration patterns of this or that species of waterfowl), I’d feel like I’d been subjected to a kind of bait and switch. I had opened the book to learn something about animals or birds or fish. The problem was that I didn’t know what, exactly, I wanted to learn. All I did know was that it had nothing to do with breeding seasons or population densities, or even (though this was slightly more interesting) with animal behavior. It had, in short, nothing to do with data of any sort. It had to do with something else: a something else that I became ever more drawn to as my teenage years passed, even as I remained ignorant of its true nature.


Meanwhile, I continued my reading. And as I did so, I began to run into a different kind of nature book. These books, written by people like Henry Beston, Loren Eiseley, and Farley Mowat, did more than simply describe the natural world. They also sought to describe that sense of mystery and wonder that emanated from it. Henry Beston seemed to sum up this vision of nature as well as anyone.


“We need,” wrote Beston in his book The Outermost House, “another and a wiser and perhaps a more mystical concept of animals. . . . They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendor and travail of the earth.”


It wasn’t long after I discovered these kinds of writers that I discovered poetry: not the vaguely pious and annoying poems I would occasionally be forced to read at school, but a more direct, potent, and (often) mystically inclined variety. One which seemed to focus directly on the spiritual component at work in nature, and what that component might mean. “We dance round in a ring and suppose,” wrote Robert Frost, a “nature” poet who was also clearly a poet of the mystery that hid within and behind nature, “but the Secret sits in the middle and knows.”


Growing up, I spent a lot of summers and holidays on the South Fork of Long Island. The water off Long Island is cold all year. It warms up a bit in summer, but only a bit. The waves, on the best days, were big and rude and rough, and marching through them to get to deeper water took effort and persistence. When I would go to the beach with my father and stepmother and whatever other adults were around, they would enter the water swiftly and briefly. They’d tiptoe out, sink down to their necks, then rush back to the sand, ready for more sunbathing, more reading of the New York Times, more boring, adult-style talk.


I wanted none of this. When we got to the beach, I would immediately throw my towel to the sand and march off into the surf. The colder and rougher it was, the better.


The cold was unpleasant at first, but that was part of the process. Step after deliberate step, I’d march out through the incoming army of waves until the water was deep enough for me to plunge beneath the next one that rolled in.


This initial plunge always delivered a shock to my system, but the next one would be easier. Finally, I’d make it out to the precise point where the waves began to break. Now, instead of having to plunge and duck beneath the next incoming wave, I could keep my head out of the water and jump over it.


By this time, my body was so immune to the cold that the frigid, churning water around me lost all its sting and became warm as a relaxing bath. Big waves usually came intermittently, in sets of three or so. When I saw a big one forming out in the water beyond, I’d wait till the wave was almost upon me and the water level suddenly dropped. For a moment, my feet would brush the sandy bottom. I’d push hard, and as the wall of water swept toward me I would rise, up and up and up, till the peak hit, and I had a sudden, brief, glorious view of everything around me.


Sometimes, when a big wave came in and swept me up like that, I’d turn as I rose so that, at the moment when the wave was at its highest, I was looking back toward land. When that happened I’d sometimes get a quick, satisfying glimpse of the adults back on shore. There they’d be, those poor, distant schlubs, sitting there with their New York Times and their sun lotion and their apples and cheese, while I was out where it mattered, where things were going on. Where the energy was.


The more sophisticated my reading got, the more voices I found who knew, and described, just what I would feel out there in the waves on days like that.


“What is this that frees me so in storms?” asked Walt Whitman. Ralph Waldo Emerson, in his famous essay “Nature,” described how sometimes just being in the woods alone could transform his thinking: “Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded sky, without having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration. I am glad to the brink of fear. . . . Standing on the bare ground . . . all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or parcel of God.”


Except, as both Whitman and Emerson of course knew, it wasn’t nature these poets and writers were entering, or at least not just nature. There was something else out there in the waves and woods as well. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, yet knew, all the same, was real. Nature, for writers like Emerson or Whitman, was clearly a place where something more was to be found—a “something” I found described not just by Americans, but with equally stunning clarity in lines like these by the nineteenth-century British poet William Wordsworth:


A sense sublime


Of something far more deeply interfused,


Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,


And the round ocean and the living air,


And the blue sky, and in the mind of man


In addition to Long Island, I was lucky enough to be able to spend some time, most summers, on an island off the coast of Maine called Islesboro.


On the south end of Islesboro there is a small community called Dark Harbor. Dark Harbor is what’s called a summer colony—in other words, a collection of big, fancy houses that wealthy folk come up to and inhabit for a month or two, before they disappear back to New York, or Boston, or whatever similar place they came from. I’d been coming to Dark Harbor with my father and mother since I was a baby, and consequently felt an even stronger sense of identity with the place than I did with Long Island (which I’d only started visiting in the seventies, when my stepmother came along).


In the short but intense summer season, status—who you were, who you were related to, how much money you had—counted for a lot on Islesboro, and the adults made little secret of just how important all this stuff was to them. During my late teens, when I’d go up there with a little more insight into the whys and wherefores of adult behavior, I’d always be amazed at how miserable most of the people there were. They seemed to ignore the beauty of the place and spend all their time jockeying for social position.


The land and the water in Dark Harbor had a strange, unnamable intensity—one that some places just have more of than others. I’d take long walks by myself, past all the giant summer houses, down to the southern tip of the island to watch the sun set, or just sit on an empty rocky shore staring out at the other islands set in the cold, black current of Penobscot Bay. I’d get that same feeling I’d get in the water when I was down on Long Island. I have the secret, I’d think to myself. I don’t know what that secret is, but I know that I have it, and I know that if I am careful, and hold on to it, nothing will ever be able to take it away from me.


Again, the new writers I was regularly discovering, and most especially the poets, only intensified this feeling.


“Whose woods these are I think I know,” Robert Frost wrote in “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” and I knew exactly what Frost was getting at with those lines. The woods, the ocean—these wild, weird, necessary, supremely energizing places—were most often owned by wealthy people. People who had no clue what was really going on in them. But there were other people who did know, who felt the strong, unquestionable magic at work in them, and knew that that magic meant something.
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