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It's the end of the year (at least you're reading it then), and I thought it appropriate to review some things that have happened this year in this and my next column, as well as toss out some words of advice for the consumers of psychic services and products.  This time around, I'm focusing on a few "general" items; next time (February, 1999), I'll zero in on news and happenings in the world of parapsychological research.

TELE-PSYCHIC NETWORK GOES BANKRUPT!

The Event:  The Psychic Friends Network, the foremost telephone psychic service, declared bankruptcy early in 1998, in spite of the amount of money coming in.  Most media commented on the service's own psychics failure to predict such an event.  That the Network developed financial problems is not indicative of the lack of interest in phone psychics.  In fact, there are many similar services that are still successful (monetarily).  


What the bankruptcy did do is focus more attention on psychic hotlines yet again.  


Loyd's View:  Use common sense if you're thinking of calling one of these services.  They cost a lot of money.  People get "hooked" on them.  There are many of them, and therefore there must be dozens, if not hundreds of "psychics" working the phone lines.   


Where do they get the "psychics" from?  How do you know if you're getting a good psychic?  Why do they try to keep you on the phone?  How come many of the "free" readings end up costing money?


These are all important points and questions.  The facts are that there are a number of services that hire people right off the street, with or without psychic experience.  They may run them through a "training," but that training may be nothing more than teaching them what to say and how to say it (even providing a script).  Or they may simply hire anyone who claims to be psychic (without any checks on that).  I personally have met actors and other non-psychics who have been hired to work for psychic phone lines with no prior experience as a psychic.

There are a number of services that encourage (if not require) their phone "psychics" to keep people on the line for minimum amounts of time.  Many callers report time wasted up front while the "psychic" asks for basic info and just chats a bit (running up the $$) before getting to the meat of the reading.

Of course, if you just need to talk to someone, then this may be a good (albeit expensive) way to do that.

THE POPE ON PSYCHICS


The Event:  In September, Pope John Paul II urged Italians to use prayer, not psychics or astrologers, in their search and need for spiritual guidance.  He suggested that people must look for signals from God in daily events and experiences, and stated that it is prayer that does this, not psychic forecasting or horoscopes.


Loyd's View:  Apparently, there's quite a focus in the Italian media on horoscopes and other forms of divination.  While prayer may be a very good thing, unfortunately human beings want/need immediate feedback of some kind.  Whatever your belief in God (or gods) is, I think it's clear that such feedback and advice is not easy (if at all possible) for the average individual to identify, discern and understand any of God's messages as quickly or easily as it is to get "answers" from psychics, astrologers and other fortune-tellers.


Besides, isn't it possible that God is providing these signals through such "occult" practices?  (To that, of course, I have to add the answer:   It depends on what you believe).

THE X-FILES, REAL OR FICTION?


ITEM:  The Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal (CSICOP) -- the Skeptics -- place more emphasis on "fighting" pseudoscientific plotlines and portrayals in the media, citing shows such as THE X-FILES as causing problems (my word, not necessarily theirs) for people who are gullible and/or not educated properly about real science.  And so, they crusade against paranormal programming, "reality-based" (such as SIGHTINGS) and fictional.


Loyd's View:  THE X-FILES never claimed to be based on reality.  While some viewers clearly "see" plot points and events on the show as similar to what's in the UFO or psychic literature, I've yet to meet or speak with anyone who believes the show is "true."  In fact, if most people didn't accept the syndicated show PSI FACTOR as "real," with its claim that it's based on actual cases from an organization that itself doesn't appear to exist as stated, then how could THE X-FILES be a problem.


Yes, there is a segment (small) of the population that may believe this.  But there's also a small segment of the population that believes who and what they see on soap operas are also real.


CSICOP folks, GET A LIFE!

GHOSTS ON THE INTERNET


ITEM:  The "explosion" of ghost photos and discussion of "proof" on various web sites and in Internet discussion groups.  More and more people are getting into the paranormal proof biz; more photos and sound bites of ghostly and other paranormal happenings, supposed energy orbs, entities, and more.  People accepting these pieces and making them available often do so with commentary that would seem to indicate that new advances in photo and sound technology was all that was needed to reveal all the spirits around us.


Loyd's View:  Beware of ghost-hunters bearing pictures!  All these new advances also make it easier than ever to fake things (manipulate the image and sound) and to be mistaken about what one ends up with.  No matter what one does, not all factors can be accounted for or controlled when taking any kind of photo, whether infrared, "normal film" or even digital (which I'm told ---- by a friend who's been taking digital photos for a couple of years now --- has some recurring problems such as balls of light appearing mysteriously). 

By "factors" I mean anything from problems with film (or the developing process) or the camera or the photographer or unseen influences in the environment.  I've seen way too many photos with "mysterious" streaks of light that can be tracked back to point sources of light at the fringes of the camera frame (a little shaking of the photographer's hand is all it takes). 

Now of course, "unseen influences" can be sources of light (or heat in the case of infrared) that aren't noticed by the photographer, but they could also be a "paranormal" source.  By the latter I mean anything "on the side of normal", said category including apparitions or other currently unexplained energy sources. 

Finally, photos are subject to manipulation (just a people might embellish or elaborate or downright lie, so can photos).  Digital photos are even more easily "edited" thanks to the ease of use of photo manipulation programs in computers. 

What it all boils down to is this:  photos are evidence, NOT proof of the existence of ghosts or hauntings.  Researchers would weigh the photos against and along with other evidence (including the subjective paranormal experiences of witnesses and other "readings" picked up by environmental sensors such as EMF meters). 

Ultimately, because psychic phenomena is by definition "of the mind" (even if one of the minds is a deceased individual), without some experience or perception by a living person, we might as well accept all the non-ghost theories of these photo anomalies, such as dimensional vortexes, alien influence, extra-dimensional visitations, time travelers, etc.  Part of what defines an apparition is his/her interaction with living people.  Part of what defines a haunting is the perception/experience of living beings of past events and people that occurred/lived in the locations. 

So, an unusual photo taken in a location where people have perceived/experienced something that could be categorized as an apparitional/haunting/psychic experience has more evidential weight to it than an unusual photo taken in a "non-haunted" spot.  An unusual photo taken while a person (or persons) is having an experience of a ghost or haunting has even more weight.

Add to that any environmental anomalies at the same time, and you have even more evidence to support a conclusion that the human experience of a ghost is a valid perception of something that we class (depending on the actual experience) as an apparition or haunting. 

Without long term study of the conditions of the local environment at the time the anomalous photos were taken(or the anomalous readings), looking for some common factors, the only consistency seems to be the human perception/experience of the location. 

ADVICE FOR INVESTIGATORS

ITEM:  The name Uri Geller is very familiar to most (if not all) FATE readers.  What you may not know is that Uri writes a weekly column for THE TIMES (London) called "Uri Geller's Weird Web."  This advice covering "rules" for paranormal investigators is from his column of July 22, 1998:

"1, believe everything;  2, believe nothing;  3, beware of hoaxes.  The first two demonstrate that everything paranormal is a paradox - so keep a wide-open mind.  Ignore the third law at your peril - a single hoax can destroy many reputations."

Loyd's View:  Great advice.   I am an admitted believer in psi phenomena in general.  I act skeptically towards any claim before me, however (just because there IS psi doesn't mean that everything or everyone that purports to be psi or psychic actually is).  I am always on the look for hoaxes and frauds (as a mentalist/psychic entertainer, I know how easy it can be to simulate psi).

These are good common sense rules for all of us to live by when it comes to strange, paranormal and unexplained phenomena.


Note:  Check on Uri at his website:  www.urigeller.com

A GENERAL NOTE:  FALSE ADVERTISING


ITEM:  Psychics continue to use the term "parapsychologist" when describing them.  Skeptics and some magicians lump psychics and psychic entertainers (and mentalists) into the same basket.  


Loyd's View:  A psychic who is unaware of what a parapsychologist is (a person who studies psi) is not necessarily without psychic abilities, but is certainly without knowledge of the field of parapsychology.  Apparently, most psychics could care less about understanding what psi is and how it really works, yet a number of them use the label "parapsychologist" to provide some apparent credibility or credential that they don't deserve.

The majority of money in and about the world of psychic phenomena goes to psychics services and products (many of them fraudulent), not to parapsychology.   In other  words, there is next to no monetary (or other) support from the people who are making the money for the people who are trying to understand the phenomena and abilities.

As to the second item, labels can be very revealing.  A psychic is one who purports to provide insight using psi abilities.  Value of what the clients get should be based on how useful the information or activity is.  

A psychic entertainer is providing entertainment that may look (and sometimes be) psychic, but it is entertainment nonetheless.  Value is based on how entertaining the person and his/her act is, not how psychic they really are.  

Exposing con artists who claim to be psychic and exposing the methods of entertainers, whether they are mentalists or magicians or otherwise are two different things.  The former prevents people from being "taken," the latter prevents them from being entertained.

Think about the claims of the psychic you're going to see and your reasons, as well as their self-labels.  Are they entertainers, readers or the like?  Are they using false advertising (claiming false or misleading credentials, claiming accuracy rates that are next to impossible, etc)?  Do they claim to be psychic or not?  Is what you get useful -- or entertaining? Does it fulfill your purpose and the claims?

Remember to look at labels carefully.  After all, the label of Tarot Reader merely indicates the individual reads Tarot Cards, not a guarantee of psychic or spiritual enlightenment.  That's not false advertising.  

SIDEBAR ITEMS:

INGO SWANN ON THE WEB

Sometimes one finds a site on the Internet that really fulfills the promise of the Information Highway.  One of these is Ingo Swann's website.  Swann is the preeminent remote viewer, known for his extraordinary abilities around the world.  His site provides extensive autobiographical information, plus enormous content on psychic functioning in general, remote viewing in particular.  The sad thing is he's apparently tried and failed to get this material published.  

Visit www.biomindsuperpowers.com for some great information and stories about psi and being psychic.

A YEAR 2000 CONTEST

It seems that every major historical event can be related to one or more of the predictions made by Nostradamus.  Whether he really predicted all the events folks say he did or not (much is open to interpretation), I thought it would be interesting to all of us if anyone could find a prediction in the writings of Nostradamus of the Millennium Bug --- the Year 2000 computer problem that will affect us all (see my August 1998 column for more info on Y2K).  So, let me make this a contest.

What you need to do:

1) Look through any of the published quatrains of Nostradamus and find one (or more) that can be related to the Year 2000 computer problem and it's possible aftermath.

2) State clearly how the quatrain(s) relate(s) to Y2K.

3) State whose book/translation you used, the publication info, page number and reference to the quatrain(s).

4) Send your entry in to me by February 15, 1999. Send it to:  Loyd Auerbach, P.O. Box 875, Orinda, CA 94563-0875.

I don't know if there is such a quatrain, so creativity and a little "stretching" relationships may be in order (though from what I've seen, this is the case with many of the "predictions" in various Nostradamus books).

How it will be judged:

1) I'm the judge.   I'll base my decisions on how well the entries relate to the quoted and cited quatrains.

2) In case of duplicate or similar entries, I will offer prizes to the first 5 received (based on postmark).

What you can win;

1) First Prize:  A videotape set of two of my lectures (a recent lecture on Ghost Investigations and a recent session where I tell some of my favorite -- true -- ghost stories) and an unaired TV Pilot called HAUNTED AMERICA.

2) Second Prize:  A videotape set of the two lectures.

3) Third Prize:  A videotape of my Ghost Investigations lecture.

4) Fourth Prize:  A copy of my book MIND OVER MATTER 

5) Fifth Prize:  A copy of my audiotape, GHOST STORIES

Winners (and close entries) and discussion of results will be announced in my June column (and posted on my website, www.mindreader.com in March).

