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Music and sound have always been recognized as important components in spirituality, but seldom is sound mentioned as a catalyst and gateway into the preparation for dying. Through interesting analysis and real life examples this book skillfully opens those possibilities and inspires the reader to explore the Audible Life Stream as a pathway for more abundant living and conscious dying. In writing this book Alistair Conwell has made an important contribution to near-death literature.

Betty Bland, President of the Theosophical Society in America and a near-death survivor.

Your words have such lyricism and the great ring of truth about them… I wish you every success with this beautiful work…

Maggie Hamilton, Publisher Mind, Body, Spirit, Allen & Unwin Book Publishers (Sydney, Australia).

The Audible Life Stream: Ancient Secret of Dying While Living is an excellent, well-written work.

Nicholas Tharcher, Former Vice-President New Falcon Publications (USA).

I receive many submissions of work in what might loosely be termed new age, or dealing with spiritual material, but I have seen few… in the area of NDE or spirituality as lucidly and convincingly written as yours, in part because you have handled so well the scientific aspects of your theory.

Rosemary Creswell, The Cameron Creswell Literary Agency (Sydney, Australia).





To
the author of all that we know and of all that
we are ignorant — the Audible Life Stream





The teaching of the wise is a fountain of life, that one may avoid the snares of death.
The Book of Proverbs 13:14

Those who really apply themselves in the right way to philosophy are directly and of their own accord preparing themselves for death and dying…
Socrates (c.470–c.399 BC)

The art of living well and the art of dying well are one.
Epicurus (341–270 BC)

A wise man’s life is all one preparation for death.
Cicero (106–43 BC)

As long as you do not die while living,
How will you obtain the true benefit?
Therefore die, and come out of your body.
O man, you have died many times,
But still you remain behind the veil,
For the method of true dying
You did not learn.
Jalaluddin Rumi (1207–1273)

… The world is dying, but knows none how to Die:
But, whosoever knows how to Die, dies not again.
Kabir (c.1398–c.1518)
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Introduction

Physicians are aware that the sense of hearing is the last sense faculty to dissolve at the time of death. However, they, like the vast majority of people, are unaware of the fact that when this physical sense ceases to function our capacity to perceive spiritual sound naturally takes the ascendancy.

But why should we be concerned about death—after all we’ve all got lives to live? The answer is very simple; having complete knowledge of the spiritual significance of death will undoubtedly determine how we live our lives. For in the final analysis, it is through our knowledge and understanding of death that all the ultimate questions about the meaning and purpose of life can be fully answered. Yet, for most of us death remains the mystery of mysteries. Paradoxical though it may seem; mystics throughout history have said that it is possible to solve this mystery while being very much alive—to die while living. The secret is to consciously tune into and eventually merge with the phenomenon known in the West, at least, as the Audible Life Stream or Primordial Sound Current.

The Audible Life Stream is the central tenet of the most ancient spiritual teachings known. Mystics say it is the quintessential fabric of the entire universe—physical and spiritual. Without it nothing would exist. It is the essence of all things and, in fact, resounds continuously within each and every one of us. Put simply, this stream of conscious vibrating energy, which has the most enchanting musical quality, is our immortal spiritual essence.

Thus, this book is an attempt to provide convincing evidence of this timeless spiritual maxim and highlight its importance in the process of death—the one event of life that is the most heavily pregnant with spiritual potential—whenever it will eventually occur. Also given in the concluding chapters is advice about learning the science of dying while living to experience the Audible Life Stream for yourself.

As to the evidence; simply explained scientific principles in Chapters 2 and 3 will show that the Audible Life Stream phenomenon and the practice of dying while living are perfectly aligned with modern-day quantum physics theories, including the much talked about idea of a Theory of Everything based on the concept of superstrings. Believing these one-dimensional vibrating superstrings resonate in a musical pattern, some physicists agree that the theory is one which successfully unifies all the primary forces of nature, giving us a picture of ultimate reality.

Chapter 4 presents scriptural excerpts from the major religious traditions that make mention of mysterious sounds and music, foreshadowing the death of the physical body and birth of the spirit.

Yet arguably, Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 are the most compelling because they include testimonies from researchers, and ordinary people of diverse backgrounds, whose spiritual awareness has been profoundly deepened after their lives were unexpectedly touched by what could only have been the Audible Life Stream. For example, although seemingly unaware of the phenomenon, it was apparently through the vibrations of the Audible Life Stream that out-of-body experience (OBE) research pioneer, Robert Monroe, was able to astral travel at will. And when he heard its other-worldly musical tones he was left to ask himself if it was indeed God.1 Also, internationally renowned music therapist and author, Don Campbell, was profoundly moved after being miraculously healed of a life-threatening condition by this potent force, which he refers to as an ‘inner sound’ not perceived by the physical ears.2

However, holding special importance in the weight of evidence are the numerous near-death experience (NDE) testimonials that include references to hearing wondrous sounds and enchanting music, notably far superior to even the finest music of this world. Like Monroe and Campbell, these people seemingly had no inkling of the Audible Life Stream phenomenon before their life-changing experiences.

In his best-selling book, Life After Life, celebrated NDE investigator, Dr Raymond Moody, admits:


In many cases, various unusual auditory sensations are reported to occur at or near death.3



In such cases, however, death occurs unexpectedly and usually as a result of an accident or unforeseen complications during a medical procedure. The person has little or no idea what actually takes place and is totally ill-prepared.

Equally ill-prepared for death, are the vast majority of us. Despite its inevitability, medical professionals know that most people secretly deny death. American physician, Sherwin Nuland, observes:


None of us seems psychologically able to cope with the thought of our own state of death… As with every other looming terror and looming temptation, we seek always to deny the power of death and the icy hold in which it grips human thought.4



So in setting the scene for the book, Chapter 1 will identify the true nature of our death denial and fear. Although we may not realize it, our death phobia impacts greatly upon how we live our lives. Yet, this fear can be overcome if we gain an experiential understanding of death through preparation. Preparation, in this sense, is not in terms of the drawing up of wills and testaments or making funeral arrangements. While these things are certainly necessary, it is the spiritual preparations that are far more important because death is a doorway into the realm of spirit, from where we have all originally come. We can enter through this doorway temporarily while still living in this world by consciously immersing ourselves into the current of the Audible Life Stream. By doing this, with proper guidance, a conscious experience of death can be knowingly induced—safely and without any threat to the physical body. Breathing and heart-rate continue very subtly, but for all intents and purposes one is dead to the physical world while very much alive to the realm of spirit.

This then is an invitation to, firstly, acknowledge the true nature of the spiritual doorway that death presents for us and, secondly, to learn what preparatory steps can be taken to open and actually enter through the door while still alive. Having done this, you will perhaps view life, which ultimately has no beginning and no end, in the widest of contexts with literally infinite possibilities.

Alistair Conwell

13 March 2009
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Trembling on the Edge of Eternity

Death is psychologically as important as birth. Shrinking away from it is something unhealthy and abnormal which robs the second half of life of its purpose.
Carl G. Jung (1875–1961)

Some years ago in the west country of England, a man was found wandering the streets in a highly disturbed state. Determining that the man required medical attention, he was sent by a benevolent organization, called the Bed Bureau, to the local general hospital. The man was of no fixed address and doctors were unable to contact any friends or relatives. He was so afraid that no information about him, or what had happened to make him so unsettled, could be obtained. Totally unwilling to answer any questions, he instead kept shouting that he was going to die and was begging for help.

The then admitting physician of the hospital, Dr J C Barker, explains what transpired:


He defied all our attempts to sedate or resuscitate him and continued to cry out that he was going to die. Then to our horror and amazement he suddenly stopped crying, fell back into the bed and quickly expired. He had been in hospital for about half an hour. A post-mortem examination showed him to be in perfect health and there was nothing to account for his demise, except perhaps fear… I was quite convinced that it was possible for a perfectly healthy man to be frightened to death.1



Such extreme cases as these (and this was not an isolated case that Dr Barker was involved with first-hand) highlight how strongly the fear of death can manifest in us. Psychologists have found that the vast majority of us harbor an intense fear of death. The medical profession has even coined the word thanatophobia, which is derived from the Greek word, thanatos, meaning death, for this fear.

Dr Barker believes emphatically that no one is exempt from the fear of death. In his book, Scared to Death, he describes thanatophobia as a very distinct, unique and sometimes all-consuming fear. The fear is so great and so deep that many of us deny the fear itself as a means to repress it.

A Paradoxical Obsession

But this repression is most insidious because we all know that literature, music and art have long had an obsession with death. Like the theme of romance, audiences in the main thoroughly enjoy witnessing death enacted on stage or the screen. Many operas include a death scene because, as the ultimate of tragedies, death is the perfect climax to drama. Puccini’s deeply moving Madama Butterfly is perhaps one of the best known examples. After finally realizing that her unfaithful American husband has betrayed her and their son for another woman, a distraught and disillusioned Butterfly takes her own life. In this case, whether it’s a question of honor or foolishness is debatable, but in the final analysis it is also immaterial because the power of Butterfly’s actions overwhelms a cold, purely rational mind searching for reason.

Our strangely paradoxical fascination with death also goes beyond the realm of art. For instance, we’ve all witnessed the gawking crowds that quickly gather at the scene of fatal car accidents, or the angry mob that gathers at the prison gates in some countries on execution day. But this apparent display of fearlessness is deceiving. Psychologists term this disturbing reaction in the face of death ‘disinterested emotion’ or a glorious ‘I’m all right, Jack’ attitude. American psychologist Dr Gregory Zilboorg believes this to be a denial of the danger of death combined with the false assertion that one will somehow never be touched by it.2

Death is a Mystery

So, despite our paradoxical obsession, the sobering reality is that we are terribly afraid of death even though it’s something we must all one day face—and face alone. But, it’s true to say that many of us are afraid of several things precisely because we know they are inevitable—a visit to the dentist, an exam, a job interview, a driving test are only a few examples of countless things that instill stress and fear in us. Death, on the other hand, is different, if for no other reason than because the vast majority of us have absolutely no idea what to expect at the time. And this is the second important aspect of death—it is a mystery. It is a mystery that has haunted humanity since time immemorial.

The mystery associated with death is sometimes seen as the real cause of our thanatophobia, rather than a fear of death itself. Others, rather than say that they fear death, will instead explain that they fear the pain that may be associated with death if, for example, they were involved in an accident. Others may say that they fear losing family and friends; or leaving personal commitments and goals unrealized. Thanatologists have also observed that dying people dread having to face death alone, feeling they will be abandoned and vulnerable at the final moment. But surely all these reasons that purport to display a lack of fear of death itself are, in reality, symptomatic of that deeper darker fear of actually dying.

Psychologist Ernest Becker believes that ‘… the idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human animal like nothing else; it is a mainspring of human activity—activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, to overcome it by denying in some way that it is the final destiny of man.’3

So although we can try to deny it, regardless of our social status, our influence or worldly knowledge, none of us can resist the clutches of the Lord of Death. And when that most compelling and wickedly seductive Grim Reaper beckons, none among us will have the capacity to even feign deafness. We might go kicking and screaming, and perhaps begging, but one day, go we will, for the choice will not be ours to make.

Fear is Based on Ignorance

Whether we are psychologically capable to acknowledge our thanatophobia or not, arriving at some understanding of this fear is important because all fear, without exception, is based on ignorance. There are numerous examples of ignorance instilling fear in entire societies and cultures throughout history. For instance, it was only some 500 years ago that a commonly held belief was that the Earth was flat and that anyone who sailed too far from the shore would fall over the edge! Given our modern-day scientific knowledge, we may well chuckle at this ludicrous idea but as progress continues and we acquire more knowledge, in 500 years time (or indeed earlier) our generation could well be the ones who will be the laughing-stock for our beliefs on a whole range of issues. Thankfully, men like Columbus were sufficiently courageous to challenge this flat-Earth belief and as a consequence the New World was discovered.

Like Columbus and those of his inspiring ilk, we must stand and face death—not as an enemy but as a friend. For no one succeeds in understanding an enemy simply because enmity prevails. But a friend is a friend because of an understanding, a knowing, a level of intimacy exists, whereby the two share so much that a great part of each is lost in the union. Potentially, death can be our greatest friend, but only if we learn to understand it and eventually master it. But while we harbor any shred of fear then it will remain our greatest foe, and, no doubt, our conqueror. As a consequence, we will be nothing more than the living dead. For our attitude to death ultimately determines our attitude to life. If we are afraid of death we will be afraid of life and, therefore, we will never truly live. Summarizing this attitude, Russian Orthodox Church bishop Metropolitan Anthony of Sourozh once wrote:


If we are afraid of death we will never be prepared to take ultimate risks; we will spend our life in a cowardly, careful and timid manner. It is only if we can face death, make sense of it, determine its place and our place in regard to it that we will be able to live in a fearless way and to the fullness of our ability.4



So let’s begin trying to understand our thanatophobia by looking at what some of the experts have learnt about it over the years.

Scales of Death

The behavioral sciences and mental health disciplines virtually ignored the anxiety associated with death until only the second half of the last century. Since 1955 various fear of death scales, based on responses to a rigid set of questions, have been developed. For example, the Collett-Lester Fear of Death Scale produces separate scores—one for the fear of one’s own death and the other for the fear of the death of others. All these various scales produce similar findings, but the limitation of such instruments is that they can only assess the fear that one is willing to acknowledge. And therein lies the problem because few of us actually do acknowledge it.

Five Stages of Dying

Sufficiently sensitive medical professionals—people who witness death and dying on a daily basis and who are receptive to the psychological ebb and flow of patients—are really the only ones who are privy to our true feelings towards death. In America, and indeed around the world, Dr Elizabeth Kubler-Ross (1926-2004) worked with dying patients for many years. She wrote several books about her touching experiences that reveal much about our thanatophobia. While she didn’t devise a formal scale that measures levels of anxiety associated with death, she observed that there are potentially five stages that a terminally ill patient will go through. The stages are detailed in her book, On Death and Dying. A summary of these stages follows.

Denial

The first stage is one of complete denial that death is immanent. The denial is so intense that the patient will often avoid speaking to anyone, probably because they don’t want to listen to anyone reminding them, either directly or indirectly, that their remaining time is limited.

Anger

The second stage is one of anger, and it’s categorized by rhetoric like: ‘Why me? Why not someone else?’

Bargaining

The third stage a patient will experience is one of bargaining. They will bargain with their doctor for a reprieve as if the doctor was ultimately able to decide whether they die or live. Dr Kubler-Ross noted that very often patients would say things like, ‘If I do as I’m told you will make me better won’t you?’

Depression

Next comes a stage of depression. Denial, anger and all meaningless negotiations having failed, patients are often overcome with a feeling of total despondency.

Acceptance

Finally, usually on the actual verge of death, a state of calm acceptance is reached and it’s not uncommon for patients to report hearing voices and seeing visions of dead relatives or friends. Such comforting visions are an integral part of their acceptance of death because it gives patients what they certainly believe to be a glimpse of what has been, up to this time, the great unknown. These types of episodes will be looked at in more detail when death-bed visions are explored in Chapter 6.

While the five stages of dying, as identified by Dr Kubler-Ross, delineate a fear of death in terminally ill people, it is not only those who are facing an immanent death who harbor this fear. After all, from the moment of our birth we are all in a sense dying. Each moment that passes brings us closer to the time of our death. American teacher, psychologist and former priest, Robert Kavanaugh writes that people ‘… we designate as ‘dying’ differ only in that they know the nearness [of death], while all know the inevitability… The basic mask all humans put on is to call ourselves ‘the living’, when we are equally ‘the dying’.’5

The masking of our thanatophobia is so beguiling that many people avoid using the words ‘death’ or ‘dying’ altogether. In fact, Kenneth Krammer, an expert on comparative religion, identifies 66 euphemisms in the modern American vernacular to avoid using these two words. He cites many examples that we are all familiar with, like: ‘kicked the bucket’, ‘passed away’, ‘checked out’, to name a few.6

Religiosity and the Fear of Death

Some believe that our invisible fear of death is not as great in religious people because a religious person’s belief in an after-life penetrates the veil of ignorance that normally surrounds death. However, some medical professionals believe that the fear of death is the same and often more intense in religious people as it is in the non-religious. It’s a point made by Dr Barker who writes:


The religious man has additional burdens possibly pertaining to his feelings of guilt, such as ‘Will I go to heaven or to hell?’ ‘What about the expiation for my sins?’ etc. In spite of a firm belief in heaven and a life hereafter, some religious persons still possess an intense personal fear of death.7



Accepting this, then two obvious implications follow:


1. A system of faith based on the belief in life after death must be failing if it cannot convince its adherents of this and remove the fear.

2. Our thanatophobia must be far deeper rooted than we imagine.



The first implication begs the question of whether successive guardians of the major religious traditions are truly aware of the fundamental teachings of the so-called founders of their respective faiths who all preached of an existence beyond the death of the physical body. In the case of the Christianity, it seems that for hundreds of years (perhaps even closer to two thousand) those who have administered this once all-powerful institution were not aware of Jesus’ true teachings, and if they were they chose, for reasons best known to themselves, to make omissions and changes.

Modern scholarly research has found that a major proportion of the gospels were not written by those who actually knew Jesus, begging the question of whether he and his teachings are accurately depicted in them.

Scientist, author and long-time student of mysticism, John Davidson, writes:


They [the gospels] were almost certainly written between forty and seventy years after the death of Jesus, a lapse of two or more generations, presenting plenty of opportunity for things to have become distorted. It has also become evident that the gospel compilers, although incorporating the teachings of Jesus, had their own individual points of view and in some instances can actually be observed adjusting or presenting Jesus’ sayings and teachings to fit these beliefs. The gospels then passed through a period of copying and general editorial tampering that lasted three or four centuries and it is only these edited and often differing versions which have survived to modern times.8



Regrettably, but not surprisingly, these edited versions are divergent from the very simple message that Jesus and indeed all mystics deliver, no matter at what period of history they appear, or for that matter, where.

Many, particularly those with a Christian background, may take exception to placing Jesus’ teachings in a mystical context. This being so, we should consider that English author and lecturer on mysticism, Evelyn Underhill (1875–941), defined mysticism as ‘… the science of union with the Absolute, and nothing else…,’9 adding that a mystic is, therefore, one who has attained this union through personal experience. The path of mysticism then, we can say, is not merely based on opinion. And it certainly has nothing to do with the pursuit of occult knowledge. Instead, Underhill writes that mysticism ‘… is the name of that organic process which involves the perfect consummation of the Love of God: the achievement here and now of the immortal heritage of man.’10

So while in Judaism and Christianity the Absolute is referred to as God, while Brahma, the Buddha Nature, the Tao, Allah and so on, are terms used in other religious systems, one can regard all the so-called founders of the great religions as being mystics of the highest order because their union with the Absolute can be easily inferred.

This potential union is the same for all, but unfortunately problems often arise when the mystic departs the scene and unenlightened humans seek to place their teacher’s wisdom into an institutionalized package. History shows that this nearly always results in the mystic’s original quintessential teachings, about how to prepare for death while living, being lost or grossly misunderstood. The prevalence of thanatophobia in the religious and non-religious alike is sufficient proof of this.

The Death-denying Culture

So, if both the religious and non-religious person fears death, the question then must be asked: Where does this ubiquitous fear of death come from? Some scholars contend that it is something that we are taught as children. Such a view was presented in an essay entitled Education in Thanatology that was co-authored by Gary J. Grad from Columbia University and Sir Stephen V. Gullo who both believe that no one is born with a fear of death but that instead we learn it from the superstitions and fear transmitted by our families and society as a whole.

This view is shared by parapsychologist D. Scott Rogo (1950–1990). Elaborating on the death-denying culture that prevails in many Western societies, Rogo observed:


Most people in Western societies fear death with a phobic terror. This lamentable situation isn’t strange since we live in a death-denying culture where death is constantly divorced from the everyday realities of life. Popular illustrations of this widespread denial don’t seem difficult to find. Death is a subject most people refuse to discuss in polite conversation, while the dying are usually shunted off to hospitals or rest homes, conveniently out of sight and out of mind from the standpoint of their relatives. We even try to shield our children from the simple reality of death on the misguided premise that we’re doing them a favor.11



But even if we accept that our modern societies are constantly perpetuating this widespread fear of death, and moreover, its denial, the question still remains: Where does this fear and subsequent denial of death stem from?

The late Australian academic and author, Darryl Reanney, had an interesting theory about this. Reanney believed our fear of death is so endemic that it is the root cause of many psychological ills like guilt and anxiety that today grip most, if not all, modern Western societies. Notably, this is in sharp contrast to Sigmund Freud’s view that our psychological problems were caused by sexual repression. In his fascinating book, The Death of Forever, Reanney, who was an internationally acclaimed authority on the origin of life, penetrates deep into history and the human psyche in an absorbing investigation of our thanatophobia.

Nine-phase Cycle of Death and Time

Reanney believed our fear of death changes with age and is also dependant upon the period of history. He suggested that our attitude to death has changed dramatically over the centuries because of our increasing life spans, obviously largely due to advances in medical science. So, for example, an ancient Roman, who would have expected to live for an average of 20 years would have had quite a different perspective of death (and no doubt of life) than someone today, who can have an average life expectancy of between 70 and 80 years.

On the subject of modern man, Reanney suggested that our attitude to death depends on the age of the person and one’s attitude to time. He illustrates this point with a nine-phase life cycle he devised based on his personal experience, anecdotal evidence and sociological studies. A summary of the nine phases follows.

Phase 1: The Genesis Dreaming (0–9 months)

The period in the womb, during which time we dream and have no subjective perspective of time and therefore no concept of death.

Phase 2: Growing Without Time (9 months–3 years)

Reanney described this phase of human development as the ‘prehuman phase of consciousness’. While the child’s language skills are fast developed, a sense of being an individual is still years away and there is still no subjective perspective of time. The child continues to have no concept of death.

Phase 3: An Infinity of Time (3–12 years)

The child’s concept of time is one of infinity, so death is viewed not as a finality. For children in this age bracket, everything must have a purpose, just like a children’s story. Therefore, they see themselves as being immortal, so they often cope with death much better than adults.

Phase 4: Footprints in Time (12–25 years)

In this phase the focus is on sexual activity, and although not always for procreation it often gives the person a psychological commitment to the future that succeeds in negating any fear of death. One is usually socializing and ‘enjoying’ life too much to even consider one’s own mortality. Wisely, Reanney did qualify his comments about this somewhat psychologically problematic age bracket because he recognized that the psyche is at a particularly vulnerable stage of development, and also that much depends on personal experience.

Phase 5: Marching in Time (25–40 years)

In this phase, people are in the prime of life and usually too occupied with careers and/or family obligations to consider their own mortality. And a healthy body provides few indications of the ageing process to come.

Phase 6: The Denial of Time and the Shadow of Approaching Night (40–50 years)

Crisis time for those in most Western societies. Reproductive capabilities are impaired therefore diminishing one’s importance to the process of evolution. Women sometimes experience post menopausal depression and for some men a mid-life crisis may take place. The fear of death often becomes starkly obvious because at this stage there is a high probability of a kin death—most likely one’s parents. Compounding this is the fact that individuals in this age group tend to work within habitual boundaries and are largely unaware of the majority of what actually goes on around them. Therefore, time appears to contract, seemingly running more quickly.

Phase 7: The Acceptance of Time (50–69 years)

At this point, ageing is obvious but one usually develops defense mechanisms to cope with the concept of one’s mortality. So although the awareness of death remains high, the fear of dying seems to recede psychologically.

Phase 8: The Blurring of Time (69–75 years)

Bodily and mental functions are often significantly impaired during this phase so the fear of death may become tainted and unfocused. A period of what Reanney called ‘the dreaming of old age’ begins.

Phase 9: The End of Time (75–120 years)

Game Over! (And you’re completely out of coins). Your time is up! You can no longer run from the Lord of Death because if he hasn’t already done so, he will definitely confront you during this final stage.

The issue of subjective time that Reanney consistently mentions in his life-cycle is significant and therefore will be discussed in the following chapter. For the present chapter, the point to be made is that the life cycle shows that the fear of death in a young adult is obviously different from someone who is, for example, in the twilight of life. The main reason for this is the development of the sense of being an individual that begins during the pre-school years. And this important point is also implied by Dr Kubler-Ross.

The Immortal ‘I’

In her book, Death is of Vital Importance, Dr Kubler-Ross observed that we all have two natural fears—a fear of heights and a fear of unexpected loud noises. Of course, both these fears relate to self-preservation and so it’s easy to see that these are both borne from our fear of death. This strongly suggests that the basis of our thanatophobia is the fear of losing one’s self, or our sense of ‘Iness’. For while some people may say they fear the pain that may be associated with death, or the indignity that may come from a terminal illness, or the final judgment, or losing one’s friends and relatives, or being alone, or even the unknown of death; all these reasons imply a strong sense of ego-self.

In fact, many experts believe that the ego robs the mind of the capacity to conceive of its own mortality and, therefore, that it’s this psychological conundrum that compels us to a repressed state of thanatophobia. It was Freud who once said that in mankind’s ‘… unconscious, every one of us is convinced of his [sic] own immortality.’12

Others, like psychologist Gregory Zilboorg, point out that our unconscious sense of an immortal ‘I’ is necessary to maintain a sense of normalcy. Of course this seems perfectly reasonable, especially in light of our repressed thanatophobia. Past and present mystics, however, would contend that if the fear of death is overcome by removing the ignorance then not only is a sense of genuine normalcy attained but, more importantly, a sense of ultimate reality too. But more on this in a subsequent chapter.

Since this ‘I’ is central to the issue of thanatophobia, we need to look more closely at what this ‘I’ really is.

The Conniving Brain

Mystics equate this ‘I’ with the ‘little self’, making a clear distinction between it and the great Self that is regarded as a spark of immortal divinity inherent in us all. They tell us that this ‘I’ is really superficial and illusory, and ultimately a product of the brain. Needless to say, materialists, on the other hand, equate the brain with consciousness, believing that consciousness necessarily requires the brain. Those who regard the physical realm as being the entire universe maintain that once the brain dies then consciousness is totally extinguished.

Coming to the defense of the mystics’ view; philosophers, like Rene Descartes (1596–1650), believed that the body and consciousness are of totally different natures. In his Meditations on First Philosophy, which was published in 1641, the Frenchman makes this distinction clear, and although the word ‘mind’ is used, he is certainly not using it as a synonym for the brain as it is used today. Descartes believed that ‘… the natures of mind [consciousness] and body are not only different, but in some way opposite… these arguments are enough to show that the decay of the body does not imply the destruction of the mind, and are hence enough to give mortals the hope of an after-life…’13

Descartes’ dualistic approach contrasts with the monistic approach of Western medicine that assumes an inseparability of consciousness and the brain because these are regarded as different aspects of the one entity. The divide between the dualist and monist approaches is shaped by one’s belief of whether consciousness originates in the brain or not. The eminent mythologist, Joseph Campbell (1904–1987), resolved the argument for himself by concluding that the brain is really a conduit of consciousness as opposed to being the source of it. He wrote that the head is not where consciousness originates but that it is ‘… an organ that inflects consciousness in a certain direction, or to a certain set of purposes.’14

A Distorted View of Reality

It is a plausible proposition to regard the brain as a type of filter for consciousness to ground us firmly in physical reality. Yet the word ‘filter’ implies a process of purification, which in fact is contrary to what the brain actually does. For the truth is that the brain sullies the flow of pure consciousness to provide us with a physical, but inherently distorted, view of reality. And the reason is quite simple—the brain cannot deal with non-physical realities so it conveniently
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