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An interesting thing happens when you turn fifty.  You look back over your life and make a mental scorecard of your “wins and losses”.  By that I mean you weigh your successes and the failures to try and justify the half century spent on the planet.  It’s a slippery slope because the temptation is always there to try and measure yourself against friends and family, or even worse, against the hopes and dreams of your younger self.  The pitfall in the first instance is that we can never really know the minds of our friends and family.  A person can appear successful and happy on the outside, while consumed with demons we can’t see…like fear or hate or sadness.  The problem with using your idealistic younger self as a measuring stick is we are all consumed with our possibilities at twenty; convinced of our own invincibility and immortality.  We could never live up to those lofty expectations.
The other thing that happens is you realize, maybe for the first time, that you have lived past mid-life.  Since very few of us make it to 100, we have to assume that more than half our life is over.  I don’t know why this seems so significant, but it happens to most people.  The result is not a fear of death, but a sense that we need to be more focused, so that our remaining time is not wasted.  You also spend more time thinking about what it all means: Why am I here?  How is it that I made it to fifty when so many of my friends didn’t?  Is there a higher power guiding all of this?  Is this it…or is this just a stepping stone to an afterlife?
I approach these questions like I do everything else in my life.  I accept what can be proven and reject most of what cannot be proven.  But the really big questions can’t be answered with mathematics or science.  For example, I’ve always believed that there is intelligent life in the universe besides what we have on Earth.  I don’t have any proof…I’ve never met an alien or seen past the limits of my telescope.  But science tells us that there may be tens of thousands of planets similar to Earth that are capable of sustaining life.  My experience tells me that life usually finds a way to succeed, so it probably has thrived in other parts of the galaxy.  Just because we can’t communicate with them yet does not mean they aren’t out there.  I have serious doubts that they have ever visited us, but I think they’re out there…waiting.
The question of God is a bit different.  I was raised in the Catholic tradition, similar to most other “revealed” religions.  That is, you are instructed as to the existence of God by those older and much wiser than yourself.  I was taught to love and fear a jealous God, and my reward would be eternal life.  But somewhere around the age of 13 or 14 I began to reject this image of God because it made no sense and I didn’t trust the teachers.  They couldn’t answer the hard questions, and I couldn’t accept that a loving God would sentence a person to eternal damnation for any offense they could commit in their short stay on earth.  It offended my sense of fairness because the punishment didn’t fit the crime.  I still had a curiosity about the whole question of whether or not God did exist, and where do we go when we die.
For much of my adult life I probably would have described myself as an atheist or agnostic.  But being an atheist is too easy and being agnostic is too cowardly.  Atheism is easy because it is impossible to prove a negative, so it requires no critical thought.  An agnostic is simply one who “chooses not to choose”.  This appealed to me twenty years ago, but today seems like the cowards way out.  I mean, if there really is a Heaven I would certainly like to go there.  But I don’t want to waste a bunch of time working for a non-existent afterlife at the expense of the here and now.

Too much of the existence of a theistic God is based on the revelation of scripture; sacred documents written thousands of years ago to reveal the “truth”.  The problem is, when you read the text it reads like ancient scripture, much of which is not applicable to modern society.  Some of it is wonderful prose which, taken as parable, can be a useful tool to teach children the difference between right and wrong.  But taken as the literal word of God, it can be dangerous…especially the Old Testament of the Bible.  
I believe that truth is relative.  If you don’t believe this, try arguing with someone who disagrees with your outlook on life.  They will tell you the most outrageous things, all in the name of truth.  So truth is not absolute, and in fact changes over time.  What was acceptable to us 200 years ago as the truth would not pass muster in today’s world.  This is due to advances in science and philosophy that affect how we see the world.  Even in the world today, people of different faiths and cultures see truth differently.

Opinion polls in 2005 show that when adult Americans are asked about the origins of human life, 51 percent of us believe man was created by God in his present form.  So half of us still believe in Adam and Eve!  I find this incredible.  I thought we had sorted all this out during the Scopes Monkey Trial in 1925, but a lot of us didn’t get that memo.  To believe in this story of creation you have to ignore a whole lot of science, and some of us find it easier than putting in the work.  Personally I don’t care what a person chooses to believe, because it doesn’t concern me one way or the other.  But lately we have seen the creation myth repackaged into something called “Intelligent Design” and marketed as a theory that deserves the same recognition as a scientific theory.  They even want it taught in biology class like it was provable in the same way evolution is provable.  This is a dangerous trend and I hope it doesn’t gain anymore traction.  Regardless of what they call it, it’s still religion or philosophy and not science.

Today I would describe myself as a Deist.  I can’t prove the existence of God, but I know that I exist…and I know that I am not responsible for my being here so that speaks to a higher power.   I like to call it God because that is a concept I can understand, even though I don’t think we can possibly know the mind of God in our present form.  I like to think of it like an ant trying to understand my mind.  They toil away oblivious to my existence, and could never comprehend my thoughts.  That is how far removed we are from understanding God.  Because we are human and driven to understand that which is unknowable, so we make up stories and create a God in our image that we can relate to…a personal God that talks to us and guides us.  This is not in itself a bad thing as long as we don’t use our personal God to hurt others. 
I’ve never believed in miracles.   At least not the kind that appear magical.  I don’t believe in a personal God who intervenes in our behalf in return for prayer or good deeds.  I find it easier to believe God set the wheel spinning and let nature take its course.  We are governed by the laws of physics and nature and have all the tools we need to make our lives work.  God works in our lives through other people and we must depend on one another to survive.  This best explains why bad things happen to good people.  It’s not God’s punishment, it’s just life.  Good and evil exist in all of us, and we are all capable of the most wonderful accomplishments and the most heinous acts.   When a miracle does occur, it is the result of someone’s action or the healing power of nature. 
I don’t pray.  I think prayer can be a great benefit to emotional health and well-being; I’ve just never taken the time to learn how to do it.  When I talk about prayer, I’m talking about the quiet introspective communication that occurs between a person and God or nature.  I’m not talking about “show prayer”…public displays of self-righteousness, like at a football game or dinner ceremony.  That’s something completely different.  Those displays are designed to impress your neighbors.
My belief in God does not include the old white guy with the long beard.  That is the angry vengeful God that makes demands on us in return for a trip to the promise land.  This God is a convenient way to teach children the concept of a higher power, but just like Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny, he loses some of his luster as we gain life experience.  At some point we must assume an adult relationship with God.  Many people never reach this stage in life, or they get past it and are beaten back by real life.  The promise of easy answers is tempting, and organized religion prey on people when they are at their most vulnerable. 
I’ve always been a big fan of Jesus Christ.  It took a lot of courage to teach forgiveness and acceptance in an age where religious leaders wielded absolute power.  His teachings have often been corrupted to suit various political agendas, but his message is just as powerful today.  When I do spend time reading the Bible, I concentrate on the “red words” of Jesus.   I keep my Bible in my “reading room” and read his teachings five minutes at a time.
 I’ve never believed that Jesus was the only begotten son of God…at least no more the son of God than any other person.  It was the humanity of Jesus that set him apart and distinguished him for his courage and selflessness.  When I was taught that Jesus was a god and died for our sins, I believed that his courage was lessoned because he never had to face the unknown.  Obviously, if he knew he was the son of God he would not need to fear of anything in this realm.  If you accept the humanity of Christ, then his sacrifice becomes stunning because you realize he was mortal flesh and blood, and suffered the same doubts as the rest of us…yet he still stayed and died for his beliefs.
I’m often asked, how do you know the difference between right and wrong if you don’t have a personal relationship with God?  This question assumes religion is good.  I believe that religion is neither good nor evil, but can be a vehicle for either.  It’s the people that make the religion and not the other way around.  Take sin for example.  Some believe we are punished for our sins, while I’ve always felt punished BY my sins.  I try and live a good life because some sins just can’t be forgiven.  Grandma Hoge would tell us that if you live a good life you will sleep well at night.  That’s a good test….if you aren’t sleeping well it could be time to make some changes in your life.

The concept of Heaven and Hell fascinates me.  I was taught that Heaven was the ability to see God and Hell was eternal damnation.  As a child we are told that Heaven is up and Hell is down.  Everything is black and white; good or evil.  Sounds to me like something only the human mind could conceive.  Every civilization in human history has had their own creation myths and afterlife destinations.  Some believe we are reincarnated over and over until we achieve “nirvana”.  Others are told if they martyr themselves in this life, they will sit at the hand of God and deflower seventy two virgins.  This seems absurd to the western mind, but is it anymore absurd than angels strumming on harps or fire that torments but does not consume?  So if you want to try and convince me of the existence of Heaven or Hell, you should pack a lunch because it’s going to be a long day.
If you’ve read this far, you’re probably waiting for an answer to the big questions…does God exist and where do we go from here?  Sadly, these are questions that you have to find within yourself and no one can answer for you.  This is why organizations like the Catholic Church are so popular because they will tell you that they know the mind of God, but they don’t.  They will tell you how human life began and where you can expect to go when you die.  This can be very comforting, but it’s a lie.  They are happy to do the heavy lifting (thinking) if you let them, but the truth is, no one knows.  If I knew for sure I would tell you, but I don’t.  If you choose to follow the teachings of one of these organizations you must accept them on faith.
I’m comfortable not knowing.  The mystery is a bit scary but it makes the journey interesting.  Does God exist?  Probably.  But when we finally get to learn the secret it will be nothing like what we expected.  Is there an afterlife?  Who knows.  Until my mom died I was convinced that this was it…we lived and died and then turned back into dirt.  But I can’t deny the connection I still feel to her.  I can feel her presence just like she was standing beside me.  So is she in Heaven looking down on me?  I don’t know.  I can tell you that she believed in Heaven, and if there is such a place, she is there.  
What I truly believe is that our energy survives us but not our consciousness.  The connection we feel to our loved ones, even after they die, lives within us but it dies with our consciousness.  I have no proof of any of this but that is what my intuition tells me.  It is not the most pleasant ending one could imagine, but it makes the most sense to me.  Unlike the revealed religions, I’m not afraid to admit when I’m wrong.  So when someone finally dies and reports back to tell us about it, I’ll admit my mistake.  Until then I’m open to suggestions.
For me immortality resides in my children and grand children.  They are my connection now and when I’m gone.  If I can have even a fraction of impact on their lives that Mom had on mine then I will have been successful.  It’s important to me that they know about how I approached life and how I felt about the big questions.  If it affects the way they look at the world, that’s fine.  If they decide to take a different path, that’s fine too.  Faith is a very personal journey and no one can decide it for you.  I do want my kids to know that it’s OK to think for yourself.  If you do find a church you like, enjoy the human companionship but try and maintain your skepticism.  When life throws bad stuff at you, search inward for the answers before turning your spiritual identity over to someone who will tell you they have the answers.
