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Oct. 14--My folks believed in both religion and superstition. The Bible sat on our living room coffee 
table. Superstition roamed everywhere in the house. 

The rules of both you learned early. 

You obeyed the laws of superstition -- not putting a hat on the bed, not walking under a ladder or 
letting a bird fly in the house -- just as you did your best to honor the Ten Commandments. 

Now I hesitate to say my folks believed more in superstition than they did the Bible. Both fought for 
space in their beliefs. But we knew whatever bad luck brought you, faith in God would bring you 
through it. 

My mom told me that when she was a little girl, my grandmother Ella would invite her and all the 
other grandchildren to her house on pitch dark nights for a seance. By candlelight she talked to 
spirits and told ghost stories. 

As a kid, I also listened to Grandma Ella tell front porch stories of long-gone relatives who came 
back to say they were OK, chairs that rocked by themselves and red-eyed dogs that climbed out of 
dirt road ditches in Lathrop. She looked off into the night as if seeing things. 

I packed both religion and superstition in a sack when I left home. From time to time, I would doubt 
religion, but I never doubtedsuperstition. 

To this day I drive backward away from a black cat crossing my path in hopes of reversing its curse. 
I never put a hat on the bed and try to never spill salt. 

Stevie Wonder sang "when you believe in things that you don't understand/then we 
suffer/superstition ain't the way." 

Believe me, I suffered believing in such things. There's enough real things in this world to fear. We 
don't need to make other things up. 

However there are researchers, writers and other clear-minded folk who believe superstition works. 
Athletes have their rituals before coming up to bat or the free-throw line. Soldiers kiss rabbit feet and 
other talismans for luck in battle. 

It is when we are at our most dire when superstition seems to do the most good. 

A recent Discover magazine article told a story of a group of Orthodox Jewish women who read the 
Book of Psalms during the heavy bombing during the 2006 war between the Israeli military and 
Hezbollah forces. Reciting the Book of Psalms produced not only a psychic benefit but a tangible 
one -- it helped lower the women's anxiety in the midst of a war zone, which enabled them to carry 
on with their lives without stress. 

Writer Studs Terkel wrote in his book "Hard Times" that many Americans were able to weather the 
effects of the Great Depression by believing in superstition and the occult. Ouija boards became 
popular. 
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Robert Gwathmey, a Virginian interviewed in the book, said since people couldn't afford to go to 
movies they played with Ouija boards. 

"The questions people would ask, they wouldn't ask: 'May I speak to my grandfather?' Or something 
like that. They would ask: 'Is so and so's bank going to fail tomorrow?' Things that were current," Mr. 
Gwathmey said. 

A story in Atlantic magazine titled "The Science of Superstition" claimed that no one is immune to 
this magical thinking. 

When asked if luck was the reason he hung a horseshoe over the door in his home, Nobel Prize 
winning physicist Neils Bohr said he didn't believe in luck. 

"But I understand it's lucky whether you believe it or not," he said. 

Maybe it's true that good and bad luck exist whether we believe in it or not. I'll still cross my fingers 
and avoid black cats just in case. 
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