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FOREWORD


THE MIND–BODY DEBATE is an ongoing discussion about the relationship of the physical world to our mental experience of it. What is consciousness? What is matter? How do mind and matter interact? Is one of them fundamental and the other emergent from it, or do they operate in parallel? This debate is right at the heart of science, philosophy, and theology—in fact, at the very heart of our most fundamental questions about all of existence. In light of that, perhaps it is no surprise the debate has been raging for over twenty-five centuries. The surprise is how little progress has been made over more than one hundred generations of humans.

But humanity is on the verge of a radical shift in this impasse, one that will enable us finally to make significant headway in comprehending the nature of all existence, so obscured within this multimillennial discussion. When future historians record the story of humankind’s efforts to understand its place in the universe, they will see a crucial turning point in Life After Life, written by Dr. Raymond Moody in 1975.

In this milestone work, Dr. Moody focused his keen philosophical and scientific mind on the strange experiences reported to him by a hundred or so patients who returned from the brink of death to tell their tale. The similarities in their experiences struck him. Despite the wide variety of patients’ belief systems, medical situations, and cultural backgrounds, their recollections shared common features that convinced him the subject was worthy of—and would be able to withstand—scientific scrutiny. He popularized the term “near-death experience” (NDE) and went on to point out that these same kinds of experiences had been reported by humans going back thousands of years, from all around the globe.

Being the thoughtful, reflective scholar that he is, Dr. Moody has always maintained a cautious yet open-minded skepticism about what these experiences imply about our existence, and especially about that question of all questions: “Does the soul survive bodily death?” It would be decades before he would open up to the possibility that such accounts might actually provide any “proof” of an afterlife. He is the consummate, true skeptic.

Until Life After Life provided medical professionals with a context for near-death experiences, patients who shared such accounts with others were nearly always told that these were “tricks of the dying brain,” hallucinations related to drug effects or oxygen deprivation or, worse yet, mental illness caused by their medical condition. No wonder patients were reticent to share such bizarre stories! While many physicians are still in the process, others have opened their minds to the grander possibilities. I am personally aware of many doctors and nurses who have had patients with NDEs and who, as a direct result of studying the body of research that started with Dr. Moody’s pioneering work, were able to provide appropriate counseling and care.

The vast majority of human cultures over tens of millennia have seen death as a natural part of life and have built their understanding of it into a comprehensive worldview. But with the rise of scientific materialism in the twentieth century, modern Western culture abandoned that integrated view, to its detriment. Scientific materialism proposes that only physical matter exists, and that consciousness is an illusion dependent on the workings of the brain and body. In the nineteenth century, most people died at home, surrounded by family. The rapid shift to hospital-based care in the early twentieth century led to a dramatic increase in patients dying in hospitals, their passage shared with a few medical professionals (who often usher loved ones away to protect them from witnessing the actual death).

As therapeutic advances such as antibiotics, X-rays, and blood transfusions transformed hospitals into centers for research and effective medical intervention, medical professionals more acutely felt a sense of failure when their patients did not recover. Death was no longer a common, natural outcome of illness but a despised enemy to be hidden from sight and not discussed. It had become decidedly unnatural.

By the second half of the twentieth century, such therapeutic advances had also led to an irrational overapplication of costly interventions to prolong the end of life, which claimed a rising proportion of increasingly out-of-control health care spending. The primary casualty of this aggressive intervention has been the dignity of patients undergoing the dying process.

Dr. Moody’s Life After Life was a crucial factor that began a massive correction to this imbalance in our culture’s understanding of death, and of how to live our lives. This includes learning that there is nothing to fear about the physical death of the body, because it is not the end of the soul or of the soul’s connectedness with beloved soul mates. In fact, Dr. Moody rediscovered the “psychomanteum,” a mirrored room used to interact with the spiritual realm, dating back to ancient Greece, and brought it into the modern era. This device provides a therapeutic tool to help bring insight and connection to departed loved ones.

Dr. Moody has pursued, with tireless enthusiasm, a deeper understanding of what such experiences teach us. His boundless energy and wisdom in this endeavor have led to the publication of fourteen books to help usher this world toward a deeper understanding. One of his greatest additional contributions has been his description of shared death experiences, in which the soul of a bystander at the bedside of a dying patient is whisked along on the fantastic journey with the departing soul, even to the point of witnessing a complete life review, before returning to the earthly realm.

I had heard such accounts from people who had attended my presentations (almost always beginning with “I never told anyone this, but . . .”), but I did not realize what they were until I read Dr. Moody’s book Glimpses of Eternity (published with Paul Perry in 2010). Once again, Dr. Moody had not only discovered a new pattern within the masses of personal testimony but found a place for them in the emerging taxonomy of non-local consciousness. Because these shared death experiences occur in normal, healthy people, they provide powerful evidence against the hypothesis that fundamental elements of near-death experiences—such as a bright light, a tunnel, witnessing departed loved ones, encountering divine beings—are pathophysiological errors of the dying brain. What’s more, as Dr. Moody discovered, they are not uncommon experiences!

This groundbreaking work has led to the Shared Crossing Project in Santa Barbara, California, whose mission is to instruct health care professionals, hospice workers, and interested family members in recognizing and potentially participating in a crossing shared with one who is dying.

Dr. Moody’s work has inspired a host of potential transformations in our culture, including but not limited to the following: the modern practice of Tibetan dream teachings, which encourage practitioners to maintain awareness during dreams in order to achieve awareness throughout the dying process; more acceptance for loved ones actively planning their communications following death through prearranged codes or signals; people being more attuned to recognizing soul mates from previous incarnations and planning for future incarnations together; and hospice centers following the model of birthing centers by fostering a sense of adventure, joy, and celebration around the transition of the soul.

By cultivating a far grander sense of who we truly are and what this existence is all about, we can live our lives more richly, learning and teaching the lessons of love, compassion, and forgiveness that we are here to rediscover. This paradigm shift in views about death is absolutely essential in our understanding of the most basic concepts about life and all existence.

Near-death experiences are the “tip of the spear” in the emerging realization in the scientific community that the physical brain does not create consciousness and that consciousness is eternal. A more viable scientific model is that the brain serves as a reducing valve or filter that limits consciousness (i.e., our awareness of self and the world around us) down to the trickle of awareness most humans possess on a daily basis.

The more scientists study the brain, the more they come to realize the profound implications of the deepest question in human thought, known in scientific and philosophical circles as “the hard problem of consciousness.” Briefly, it asks how the physical matter of the brain gives rise to the transcendent, subjective experiences of human consciousness. A broader consensus of understanding has yet to emerge, and like Dr. Moody, I think it’s because the premise of the question “How does the brain create consciousness?” is fundamentally flawed. Consciousness is elemental—it is primary in our universe. Near-death experiences teach us that the spirit survives physical death.

This fresh perspective on the ancient mind–body debate has fast-forwarded our scientific thinking about the nature of consciousness, indeed of all existence. Thanks to Dr. Moody, humanity will never be the same.

Eben Alexander, M.D.   

Charlottesville, Virginia

October 13, 2014          





INTRODUCTION


THIS BOOK, WRITTEN as it is by a human being, naturally reflects the background, opinions and prejudices of its author. So, although I have tried to be as objective and straightforward as I can, certain facts about me might be useful in evaluating some of the extraordinary claims which are made in what follows.

First of all, I have never been close to death myself, so I am not giving a firsthand account of experiences which I have had myself. At the same time I cannot claim total objectivity on that basis, since my emotions have become involved in this project. In hearing so many people relate the fascinating experiences with which this volume deals, I have come to feel almost as though I have lived through them myself. I can only hope that this attitude has not compromised the rationality and balance of my approach.

Secondly, I write as a person who is not broadly familiar with the vast literature on paranormal and occult phenomena. I do not say this to disparage it, and I feel confident that a wider acquaintance with it might have increased my understanding of the events I have studied. In fact, I intend now to look more closely at some of these writings to see to what extent the investigations of others are borne out by my findings.

Thirdly, my religious upbringing deserves some comment. My family attended the Presbyterian Church, yet my parents never tried to impose their religious beliefs or concepts upon their children. They generally tried, as I was growing up, to encourage whatever interests I developed on my own and provided the opportunity for me to pursue them. So, I have grown up having a “religion” not as a set of fixed doctrines, but rather as a concern with spiritual and religious doctrines, teachings, and questions. I believe that all the great religions of man have many truths to tell us, and I believe that no one of us has all the answers to the deep and fundamental truths with which religion deals. In organizational terms, I am a member of the Methodist Church.

Fourthly, my academic and professional background is somewhat diverse—some would say fractured. I attended graduate school in philosophy at the University of Virginia and received my Ph.D. in that subject in 1969. My areas of special interest in philosophy are ethics, logic, and the philosophy of language. After teaching philosophy for three years at a university in eastern North Carolina, I decided to go to medical school, and I intend to become a psychiatrist and to teach the philosophy of medicine in a medical school. All these interests and experiences necessarily helped shape the approach I have taken in this study.

My hope for this book is that it will draw attention to a phenomenon which is at once very widespread and very well-hidden, and, at the same time, help create a more receptive public attitude toward it. For it is my firm conviction that this phenomenon has great significance, not only for many academic and practical fields—especially psychology, psychiatry, medicine, philosophy, theology, and the ministry—but also for the way in which we lead our daily lives.

Let me say at the very beginning that, on grounds which I will explain much later, I am not trying to prove that there is life after death. Nor do I think that a “proof” of this is presently possible. Partly for this reason, I have avoided the use of actual names and have disguised certain identifying details in the stories, while leaving their contents unchanged. This has been necessary, both to protect the privacy of the individuals concerned and, in many cases, to be granted permission to publish the experience related to me in the first place.

There will be many who will find the claims made in this book incredible and whose first reaction will be to dismiss them out of hand. I have no room whatsoever to blame anyone who finds himself in this category; I would have had precisely the same reaction only a few years ago. I am not asking that anyone accept and believe the contents of this volume on my authority alone. Indeed, as a logician who disavows that road to belief which proceeds through invalid appeals to authority, I specifically ask that no one do so. All I ask is for anyone who disbelieves what he reads here to poke around a bit for himself. I have issued this challenge repeatedly for some time. Of those who have accepted it, there have been very many who, skeptical at first, have come to share my bafflement over these events.

On the other hand, there no doubt will be many who read this and find in it a great relief, for they will discover that they are not alone in having had such an experience. To them—especially if, like most, they have concealed their story from all but a few trusted persons—I can only say this: It is my hope that this volume may encourage you to speak a little more freely, so that a most intriguing facet of the human soul may be more clearly elucidated.





ONE


The Phenomenon of Death


WHAT IS IT LIKE to die?

That is a question which humanity has been asking itself ever since there have been humans. Over the past few years, I have had the opportunity to raise this question before a sizable number of audiences. These groups have ranged from classes in psychology, philosophy, and sociology through church organizations, television audiences, and civic clubs to professional societies of medicine. On the basis of this exposure, I can safely say that this topic excites the most powerful of feelings from people of many emotional types and walks of life.

Yet, despite all this interest it remains true that it is very difficult for most of us to talk about death. There are at least two reasons for this. One of them is primarily psychological and cultural: The subject of death is taboo. We feel, perhaps only subconsciously, that to be in contact with death in any way, even indirectly, somehow confronts us with the prospect of our own deaths, draws our own deaths closer and makes them more real and thinkable. For example, most medical students, myself included, have found that even the remote encounter with death which occurs upon one’s first visit to the anatomical laboratories when entering medical school can evoke strong feelings of uneasiness. In my own case, the reason for this response now seems quite obvious. It has occurred to me in retrospect that it wasn’t entirely concern for the person whose remains I saw there, although that feeling certainly figured, too. What I was seeing on that table was a symbol of my own mortality. In some way, if only pre-consciously, the thought must have been in my mind, “That will happen to me, too.”

Likewise, talking about death can be seen on the psychological level as another way of approaching it indirectly. No doubt many people have the feeling that to talk about death at all is in effect to conjure it up mentally, to bring it closer in such a way that one has to face up to the inevitability of one’s own eventual demise. So, to spare ourselves this psychological trauma, we decide just to try to avoid the topic as much as possible.

The second reason it is difficult to discuss death is more complicated, as it is rooted in the very nature of language itself. For the most part, the words of human language allude to things of which we have experience through our own physical senses. Death, though, is something which lies beyond the conscious experience of most of us because most of us have never been through it.

If we are to talk about death at all, then, we must avoid both social taboos and the deep-seated linguistic dilemmas which derive from our own inexperience. What we often end up doing is talking in euphemistic analogies. We compare death or dying with more pleasant things in our experience, things with which we are familiar.

Perhaps the most common analogy of this type is the comparison between death and sleep. Dying, we tell ourselves, is like going to sleep. This figure of speech occurs very commonly in everyday thought and language, as well as in the literature of many cultures and many ages. It was apparently quite common even in the time of the ancient Greeks. In The Iliad, for example, Homer calls sleep “death’s sister,” and Plato, in his dialogue The Apology, put the following words into the mouth of his teacher, Socrates, who has just been sentenced to death by an Athenian jury.


[Now, if death is only a dreamless sleep,] it must be a marvelous gain. I suppose that if anyone were told to pick out the night on which he slept so soundly as not even to dream, and then to compare it with all the other nights and days of his life, and then were told to say, after due consideration, how many better and happier days and nights than this he had spent in the course of his life—well, I think that . . . [anyone] would find these days and nights easy to count in comparison with the rest. If death is like this, then, I call it gain, because the whole of time, if you look at it in this way, can be regarded as no more than one single night.1



This same analogy is embedded in our own contemporary language. Consider the phrase “to put to sleep.” If you present your dog to a veterinarian with the instruction to put him to sleep, you would normally mean something very different than you would upon taking your wife or husband to an anesthesiologist with the same words. Others prefer a different, but related analogy. Dying, they say, is like forgetting. When one dies, one forgets all one’s woes; all one’s painful and troubling memories are obliterated.

As old and as widespread as they may be, however, both the “sleeping” and the “forgetting” analogies are ultimately inadequate in so far as comforting us is concerned. Each is a different way of making the same assertion. Even though they tell us so in a somewhat more palatable way, both say, in effect, that death is simply the annihilation of conscious experience, forever. If this is so, then death really doesn’t have any of the desirable features of sleeping and forgetting. Sleeping is a positive, desirable experience in life because waking follows it. A restful night’s sleep makes the waking hours following it more pleasant and productive. If waking did not follow it, the benefits of sleep would not be possible. Similarly, annihilation of all conscious experience implies not only the obliteration of all painful memories, but of all pleasant ones, too. So upon analysis, neither analogy is close enough to give us any real comfort or hope in facing death.

There is another view, however, which disavows the notion that death is annihilation of consciousness. According to this other, perhaps more ancient tradition, some aspect of the human being survives even after the physical body ceases to function and is ultimately destroyed. This persistent aspect has been called by many names, among them psyche, soul, mind, spirit, self, being, and consciousness. By whatever name it is called, the notion that one passes into another realm of existence upon physical death is among the most venerable of human beliefs. There is a graveyard in Turkey which was used by Neanderthal men approximately 100,000 years ago. There, fossilized imprints have enabled archaeologists to discover that these ancient men buried their dead in biers of flowers, indicating that they perhaps saw death as an occasion of celebration—as a transition of the dead from this world to the next. Indeed, graves from very early sites all over the earth give evidence of the belief in human survival of bodily death.

In short, we are faced with two contrasting answers to our original question about the nature of death, both of ancient derivation, yet both widely held even today. Some say that death is annihilation of consciousness; others say with equal confidence that death is the passage of the soul or mind into another dimension of reality. In what follows I do not wish in any way to dismiss either answer. I simply wish to give a report on a search which I have personally undertaken.

During the past few years I have encountered a large number of persons who were involved in what I shall call “near-death experiences.” I have met these persons in many ways. At first it was by coincidence. In 1965, when I was an undergraduate student studying philosophy at the University of Virginia, I met a man who was a clinical professor of psychiatry in the School of Medicine. I was struck from the beginning with his warmth, kindliness and humor. It came as a great surprise when I later learned a very interesting fact about him, namely, that he had been dead—not just once but on two occasions, about ten minutes apart—and that he had given a most fantastic account of what happened to him while he was “dead.” I later heard him relate his story to a small group of interested students. At the time, I was most impressed, but since I had little background from which to judge such experiences, I “filed it away,” both in my mind and in the form of a tape recording of his talk.

Some years later, after I had received my Ph.D. in philosophy, I was teaching in a university in eastern North Carolina. In one course I had my students read Plato’s Phaedo, a work in which immortality is among the subjects discussed. In my lectures I had been emphasizing the other doctrines which Plato presents there and had not focused upon the discussion of life after death. After class one day a student stopped by to see me. He asked whether we might discuss the subject of immortality. He had an interest in the subject because his grandmother had “died” during an operation and had recounted a very amazing experience. I asked him to tell me about it, and much to my surprise, he related almost the same series of events which I had heard the psychiatry professor describe some years before.

At this time my search for cases became a bit more active, and I began to include readings on the subject of human survival of biological death in my philosophy courses. However, I was careful not to mention the two death experiences in my courses. I adopted, in effect, a wait-and-see attitude. If such reports were fairly common, I thought, I would probably hear of more if I just brought up the general topic of survival in philosophical discussions, expressed a sympathetic attitude toward the question, and waited. To my amazement, I found that in almost every class of thirty or so students, at least one student would come to me afterwards and relate a personal near-death experience.

What has amazed me since the beginning of my interest are the great similarities in the reports, despite the fact that they come from people of highly varied religious, social, and educational backgrounds. By the time I entered medical school in 1972, I had collected a sizable number of these experiences and I began mentioning the informal study I had been doing to some of my medical acquaintances. Eventually, a friend of mine talked me into giving a
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