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During the time I was a graduate student at JFK University, we had a guest speaker come in from Brazil.  Luis Gasparetto, a clinical psychologist from South America, came to the Bay Area to demonstrate his other profession, that of a spirit medium.  Unlike other mediums and channelers who allowed spirits to speak through them, Luis would go into light trance and allow the spirits of deceased artistic masters such as Picasso, Monet, Rembrandt and others to paint through him.


During the first evening presentation, there were about fifty or so people in the audience, including some who identified themselves as "Skeptics."  Luis went into trance and began painting, using acrylic paints, large sheets of paper, and his fingers for brushes.  In only minutes, he would produce a painting in a recognizable style of a particular artist, and would even answer questions asked of the artists.


The climax of the demonstration was when he did four paintings at once:  one with each hand, one with each bare foot (these being done under the table at which he was seated), while his eyes were closed and he carried on a conversation.   Each of the four paintings, by the way, was supposedly by a different one of the spirit artists (and they were, in fact, in four distinct styles that an art expert there related to the named artists).


One of the skeptics later said that Gasparetto was a "fake."


Even today, I wonder at the ability of an observer to make a judgment like that, calling him a fake so easily.  To me, it would seem that the self-proclaimed skeptic was incapable of considering that anything out of the ordinary could go on, whether it did or not.  I can say that because of the following:  whether or not Gasparetto was actually communing with spirits and allowing them to paint through him, how many people do any of us know who can do four paintings (or four anything) at once, one with each limb, while carrying on a conversation?  


What Gasparetto did, spirits or not, was and is extraordinary ... wonderful, even.


What the skeptic did was to judge the demonstration based on preconceptions of his about spirits and how the claims of Gasparetto, not his actions, matched up with those preconceptions.  


The skeptic missed the "wonder" of the situation, because he did not consider and comprehend the actions.


Those in the skeptical movement often attack or disclaim paranormal claims.  In their writings in newsletters from skeptical groups, one can read their arguments in which they often cite the writings of other skeptics as backup to their positions.  Rarely does one read anything that indicates that the skeptic making the anti-paranormal claim has taken any time to read any research reports by parapsychologists.  They tend to read more popular, and often outlandish, accounts by "believers," if they read any pro-psi material at all.  By their disdainful comments which have often lumped in material from parapsychologists with that from people who have claimed truly outrageous things about their own psychic abilities, one who knows the psi studies can tell they have, at best, only half read the actual reports, relying more on the opinions of their fellow skeptics, who in turn may also only have half-read any reports. 


A few months after I wrote a column in FATE about demonic possession (April, 1992), a woman wrote to me how I was all wrong about possession (my perspective in the article dealing with why parapsychologists don't get into this arena).  To prove her point, she sent nearly a dozen articles detailing demonic possession which came from the WEEKLY WORLD NEWS.   Her letter, and the articles, were indicative of someone who had neither considered, not comprehended, my article and its points.  


That she cited (and sent) articles from the tabloid she did claiming these as "true" and "proof" of demonic possession clearly indicated that she undoubtedly believes what she reads, but only those things that appeal to her set belief system. The   WEEKLY WORLD NEWS, of course, is that black-and-white tabloid that clearly makes up a large number of stories (but probably not all).  


I don't read that paper regularly, except on the check-out line at the supermarket.  It usually has headlines like "Famed Psychic's Head Explodes in ESP Experiment" or "Hitler Arrested in Panama on His Way to Help Saddam Hussein."  


Over the years, dozens of headlines have related to Elvis or Jesus being alive, reincarnated, taken away by a UFO, and more.  Bush and Clinton, according to that paper, have both made pacts with Extra-terrestrials (and they included photos to prove it!).  I could go on and on, but let me say that I think the paper is one of the funniest and absurd pieces one can buy on the newsstand today.  


So for anyone to claim any story from that paper, let alone nearly a dozen, as "proof" indicates a lack of thinking things through, or perhaps even reading things through. Unfortunately, she's not alone in this.  All too many people believe too much of what they read, or don't read enough to consider their sources of information, or don't read enough to learn that the author they are citing with an article from ten years ago has learned enough more recently to allow him to change his position somewhat.  


I will say I may be wrong about a number of events and phenomena out there in the world of the Unexplained.  Science is about considering new evidence and changing one's opinions about the Universe around us.  My attitudes about a number of things have shifted back and forth over the years as my experiences and the collected data and evidence shift. Even a couple of the skeptics have softened their attitudes towards psi research and admitted that "something" is happening that is worthy of study. 


I find myself in an unusual position between the "skeptics" and the "believers."  Because I question events I am investigating, because it's more important to really look at a particular phenomenon or incident and consider it thoroughly rather than merely label things as "real" or "fraud," as "psychic" or "psychological aberration," I apparently annoy people on both sides.  What's interesting is that on both ends of the paranormal belief spectrum, the belief that it all exists or the belief that none of it exists create biases and behavior that prevent the "true believers" and the "diehard skeptics" from really looking at an ostensibly paranormal event to consider whether something interesting is happening, paranormal or not.  


The skeptics would have us not look at the phenomena, not waste our time or energy with it.  The believers would have us accept it all at face value, and not waste our time and energy looking for explanations for it, explanations that may take away the mystery for them.


Both sides miss the point. Regardless of whether psychic abilities and phenomena happen the way we observe them to and whether calling them psi is even close to what's happening, these events are still happening.  Even if ghosts really aren't spirits hanging around after the people they represent have died, isn't it still very interesting that people see them, that people have these experiences?  If spirits or psychic energy don't cause object movement in poltergeist cases, then what does?  Could it be that we have uncovered something wondrous and new that causes things to move this way?


Think things through, consider possibilities, speculate, and allow for there to be no answer yet.  It is part of human nature that most people have to have a concrete reality, whether that reality includes ghosts and demons or not.  Most people are not content with "no answer yet" as part of their belief system, so they often come to immediate conclusions about what they read, see, and hear with regards to paranormal and other unexplained phenomena.


This brings me to the real point of this article (yes, there is a point to it!).


Based on letters I and others have gotten from readers of FATE, it would seem that a number of readers, however interested in "the Unknown" they are, appear to be afraid of "the Unknown" themselves.  Many of the letters, including one we got a while back from a well-known pop parapsychologist, indicate that readers don't often read the articles well.  In other words, it would seem that some readers read the parts of the articles they want and come to immediate conclusions about the authors and their perspectives.


Because I don't consider past life regression to be good evidence of reincarnation, some people believe I don't believe in reincarnation.  Because I don't consider spirit photos good evidence of ghosts, I must not believe in ghosts.  Because I write about how phony psychics work, I must not believe any psychic is real.  Such are conclusions that people have come to about some of my writings, conclusions that are untrue.


This is a problem with readers of any subject matter, but perhaps more so with readers of material about "the Unexplained," whether they be "believers" or "disbelievers."  People are afraid of the unknown, and the biggest unknown is anything that can't be labeled or stuck in a category.  So people reading articles about the so-called "Unknown" prefer to believe only those parts of what they read that fit their safe belief systems.


I strongly urge all of you to read carefully all those articles that you start to read in FATE.  Before jumping to positive or negative conclusions about the author's points, think about and consider that author's arguments, whether they are for or against what you yourself believe.  Even if you disagree with the author after that, you may at least come to an understanding as to how the author got to that place, and appreciate the arguments.


With whatever you read, consider also the sources that the author cites to back up his or her arguments, as well as the editorial policy of the publication.  Also consider that change is sometime necessary to provide an audience with more information.  


I am excited that FATE is going to full magazine format.  Besides the fact that distribution of the magazine on newsstands will improve dramatically (meaning more people can find FATE and get something out of this magazine), there will be more room in the publication to really explore ideas and events in the world of the Unexplained.  This is a great change, but the increased coverage may be lost if our readers don't learn to be discriminating and really read through the articles, and think through  what is in them. 


And always consider that even if the phenomena or person or event described doesn't turn out to be "psychic" or "supernatural" or "demonic" or "angelic," it may still be pretty wondrous to behold.  Developing a sense of wonder about the marvelous world of human experience we live in is a way to be more positive about the world and more appreciative of our place in it.


Luis Gasparetto painting four at once while answering questions was pretty wonderful, spirits or not.


Now if you'll excuse me, I have to finish my poker game with Elvis and those big eyed gray-skinned guys he brought over...


