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Luna

         
         You’re standing silently in front of the pale wood coffin. I can see so much confusion in your questioning eyes, dearest daughter
            of mine. How could a three-and-a-half-year-old understand anything about death? You can sense the suffering all around you:
            the subtle distress, faces frozen in shock, eyes glazed over, bodies hesitant and clumsy in their movements. Every now and
            then, one of us talks to you. We want to reassure you with a tender, awkward gesture or a few words spoken in a familiar voice,
            but in those familiar voices, you can sense an inflection or emotion that’s unfamiliar, incomprehensible, almost threatening
            in its foreignness.
         

         
         You’re alone and impassive among a group of adults whose intentions, for the first time in your life, you can’t quite seem
            to make out. It’s about as reassuring as a sack of unexploded grenades. Not daring to open your mouth, you observe these adults
            with their invisible wounds and suppressed tsunamis of emotion.
         

         
         Death has just entered your life.

         
         Our attempts at reassurance are completely at odds with the atmosphere around you: strange and heavy, a concentrate of present
            tense, a bottomless pit from which no one has managed to escape. All the levity is gone; no one’s playing anymore.
         

         
         You don’t understand. How could you? What is there to understand? Your uncle is dead. Killed in an accident several days ago. You’ll never see him again. He’s abruptly gone from your life, but right now, you aren’t able to comprehend what that means. Have you guessed that the man you knew—the one who was playing with you just several weeks back—is here, forever locked away in this box, never to move again? To a child, death isn’t real. The tall, strong, eccentric guy who taught you to climb trees, who asked you strange questions that burned with a fundamental urgency, the man who spun you around in the air and made you burst out laughing—you’ll never see him again. You don’t know it yet, because right now, in these early, innocent years of your life, you live entirely in the moment. But
            in the decades to come, you’ll forget his face, his gestures, his laugh, his expressions. I know this to be true because much
            later, you’ll confess to me how profoundly sad this makes you feel.
         

         
         Crouching on the ground, I wave you over. You sit down and lean against me, and I pull you close. My dearest daughter, I don’t
            want to hide any part of today from you. I must seem so serious, so lost. Overcome with emotion.
         

         
         In short sentences, I tell everyone here about your uncle’s—my brother’s—last moments. I talk about the sun that flooded the
            sky that morning with heat and light. My words probably come as a surprise to you. You’ve never seen me like this. There’s
            a strange vibration in my voice. Underneath the assuredness I’m trying to project is fragility, inexpressible sadness, and
            muffled guilt.
         

         
         My life has changed forever. I’m thirty-two years old. One week ago, at dawn on an April morning, while you were still asleep far away in Paris, I was with Thomas and a few others on a road in Afghanistan. There was an accident, and Thomas was killed right before my eyes, along with three other young men. That morning, as I knelt on the scorched earth with your uncle’s blood on my hands, the path of our lives took a definitive and singular turn. 

         
         The body of a dead person is unsettling. When we look right at it—let alone touch it—we can see that there’s something off,
            something missing. The skin immediately takes on a surreal color, as though in just the first few minutes it goes from living
            to artificial. The wide-open eyes suddenly lose their brightness as dust settles onto them, while the limbs become floppy, ceasing to put
            up any resistance to manipulation. There’s an absence, a void, and yet the body still looks like the person we knew. But they’re no longer there.

         
         So where are they?

         
         In 2001, the death of my brother Thomas led me to this question. How could I have been prepared for it? I wasn’t. Who could
            be? I was with him in central Asia. I took care of his body, brought him back to France so that he could be buried. The shock
            was enormous. We were close. We shared the same mad impatience to understand the world, and to wander around the parts of
            central Asia still suffused with memories of sacred times. We’d already traveled together to that place where death took us
            so brutally by surprise. That moment was a major turning point in my existence; it completely transformed my career as a journalist.
            And your life, too, Luna.
         

         
         Where did Thomas go?
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What I Want to Tell You

         
         That’s when I began to ask question after question about death. I felt compelled to use my experience and tools as an investigative
            journalist to attempt to understand, from a scientific point of view, everything we know about that moment so laden with fear
            and mystery. In my quest to unravel the mysteries of consciousness, I delved into neuroscience, among other disciplines, and
            interviewed many researchers around the world as well as people with firsthand accounts to share, particularly people who
            had had a near-death experience.
         

         
         In 2013, my father—your grandfather—took his last breath. This only intensified my desire to find answers. I tried out mediums.
            I studied all sorts of experiences that took place at the border of life and death, and those that took place after the death
            of a loved one. Slowly, I became convinced that the hypothesis that life continued, in some form, after death was a rational
            one, corroborated by both science and countless firsthand accounts.
         

         
         And yet there was always something missing. The ultimate piece of evidence. The one that would dispel any lingering doubts. The one that would explain why, despite the evidence that I’d gathered, there was still disagreement about the subject. Why were science and spirituality still so much in conflict with each other? Why did they seem to be two irreconcilable orientations? 

         
         Every so often over the course of my investigation, I found myself plagued by a sort of interior conflict. The scientific
            method often led to several different hypotheses, and scientists’ opinions diverged—sometimes quite radically—as to which
            interpretation of a set of data was correct. Doubt is an essential part of scientific inquiry. All scientists can do is formulate
            hypotheses. In fact, this is precisely the point of the scientific method: to propose a hypothesis that might explain a phenomenon
            and then try to verify it.
         

         
         By its very nature, science is always evolving; it will never provide us with ironclad answers. Science is a school of doubt.
            Furthermore, its tendency is to place value only on knowledge acquired analytically, and to consider only that which is reproducible.
            And yet the reality to which science gives us access is a relative one, for reasons I will come back to later in the book.
         

         
         Today, this is a universally agreed-upon assessment. Whether they’re physicists, biologists, neuroscientists, or something
            else entirely, scientists understand that a complete understanding of our reality is still, for the most part, out of reach.
         

         
         In this regard, the nature of consciousness remains one of the most bewildering unresolved questions for researchers. The
            brain is an enigma. Contrary to what one might think, the entire field of neuroscience is still in its infancy. The tools
            and methods currently available to neuroscientists are relatively limited, especially when it comes to observing, in real
            time and with precision, what is happening in our brains. I quickly came to realize that we tend to far overestimate the discipline’s
            explanatory abilities.
         

         
         And yet I was still looking for answers. Was there really an afterlife? Luna, I quickly came to understand that if I wanted to gain access to a wider vision of the world and its subtleties, and to have even a chance of drawing back the curtain on the mysteries of consciousness and understanding where your uncle had gone, I was going to need to explore several different paths. When tackling such a complex and sensitive subject, no one discipline will suffice on its own: you have to combine different approaches. 

         
         But were there ways of exploring the nature of consciousness besides science? Like any good Westerner, and especially one
            from France, the country of Descartes and Voltaire, I was convinced that there weren’t. I couldn’t conceive of anything better
            than the scientific method, experimentation, replicability, and the study of matter in order to objectively understand the reality in which we lived.
         

         
         However, consciousness can be approached from many other disciplines beyond neuroscience. Philosophy and psychoanalysis, for
            example, offered interesting perspectives on the question of death—more subjective, of course, but nonetheless valuable and
            complementary sources of reflection. But what radically changed the course of my investigation was meeting psychologists,
            doctors, anthropologists, and specialists in shamanism. Some of them had studied and had personal experience with spiritual
            practices that have been around for thousands of years, and were able to perceive what they described as other levels of reality.
         

         
         For decades, many Western researchers have found themselves deeply moved by shamanic ceremonies. This piqued my curiosity.
            I wanted to go deeper, to try out the approach that was becoming more and more intriguing to scientists; I trusted my intuition.
         

         
         Every shaman in the world, no matter their particular tradition, claims to be able to enter into contact with the “spirit world.” Was that just a belief, or could there be some truth to it? It was with the goal of answering this question that I decided I had to attempt what could potentially prove to be one of the most important experiences of my life. Could I, too, see the spiritual dimension that mystics of all stripes have been saying for millennia that they’re able to access? Would it
            be possible for me to see what happens when someone dies, or even afterward?
         

         
         Perhaps somewhat naively, at the time, I took the idea of shamanism at face value. I thought that if I were able to visualize
            the spirit of someone who had died—your uncle—it would dispel for good the doubts that I’d been harboring about the existence
            of an afterlife.
         

         
         Like Thomas the Apostle, as a journalist, I’m unable to shake off the habit of disbelief. I have to see it to believe it.
            That’s what led me to the Amazon.
         

         
         

         In 2006, when I took my first trip to the rainforest, you were still a child. Despite the extreme confusion of my first shamanic
            experiences, I could sense the invaluable potential of the ceremony. Little by little, shamanism opened my eyes to a different
            way of seeing the world. I came to understand that it was possible to explore reality differently.
         

         
         To learn differently.
         

         
         I began a slow process of initiation, despite my fears of the unknown, its pitfalls and discomfort. To temporarily extricate
            myself from the countless automatic reflexes that usually govern our lives, I had to embrace vulnerability and letting go.
         

         
         I learned to make my mind an ally rather than a handicap, and to develop my intuition without losing myself in an imaginary world. This took nearly fifteen years. Fifteen long years, during which I led two parallel lives. As a journalist, I spent most of my time observing, dissecting, and analyzing the extensive body of scientific research on the nature of consciousness, though I was by then aware of the limits of our interpretative frameworks. In my other life, I was on an unsettlingly subjective spiritual journey. These two approaches seem quite different on the surface, but they turned out to be incredibly complementary. It was a time of patient learning, both through reasoning and through extrasensory perception. 

         
         Over the course of this quest, Luna, I began to see dimensions of reality that had previously been invisible to me. The intensity and clarity of these experiences were themselves
            a form of evidence. In the vast reality that had suddenly become perceptible to me, death seemed to have been erased. As though
            it had never really existed, had never been anything more than a stubborn veil, a porous boundary, a mental illusion.
         

         
         

         Today, you’re twenty-five years old. The silent little girl I’d pulled to my chest that day in April 2001 has become a radiant
            woman, despite the sudden and early appearance of death in your life.
         

         
         There are so many things I want to share with you. At the time, I didn’t know what I know now. Now, as the years pass, I sometimes
            think of the day when it will be my turn to breathe my final breath. I no longer think about it with unease or even apprehension.
            Instead, it’s with a profound sense of serenity, and some curiosity, though no impatience. I know how you must feel whenever
            I bring it up; I’ve wanted to talk to you about it so many times these past few years. I understand it’s strange to speak
            about, but what I’m going to tell you will change everything.
         

         
         I’m going to die. Oh, not right away—don’t worry! I’m not eager to make death come faster. In fact, increasingly I feel the
            opposite, now that I understand how wonderful life is. We still have time, so much time together, but the time will come,
            and it will be unexpected. That’s a certainty.
         

         
         In light of this, I’d like to tell you now what I’ve learned over the course of my investigations and my travels, so that when the time does come, you will see things the way I see them, after all these years of looking for answers.
            I want you to know that I’m convinced that on the day of my death, I will simply stop being visible to you—but my existence
            will continue elsewhere.
         

         
         Death does not exist, Luna.

         
         When we die, we don’t stop living. We change worlds.

         
         I will try to explain to you how I have arrived at this conclusion. It’s not a belief, but rather the logical culmination
            of a long journey. To understand, you will need to call upon your reason, just as I did—I’m still a journalist at heart—but
            not exclusively, because when it comes to death, many things are beyond our analytical capabilities. Knowing isn’t enough. You have to learn to listen to the voice in your heart as much as the voice of your reason. That took time for
            me—a lot of time, and many different experiences, experiments, and trips to the Amazon.
         

         
         Your grandfather was devastated by the death of his son. Now, he has joined him. Whenever he spoke of Thomas’s death, he would
            quote Baudelaire, saying that death flings us beyond the immense wall of fog, though when Baudelaire wrote those words it wasn’t in the context of death. That was what your grandfather was like, remember?
            He read voraciously and remembered all these sentences from Tolstoy, Flaubert, Stendhal, Gogol, and all the other authors
            he spoke to—his imaginary friends. As soon as he quoted the music of their words, it was impossible to miss the tears appearing
            in his eyes and his voice beginning to wobble. Your grandfather was an emotional, cultured, good man. I’ll tell you about
            his last weeks, because they were profoundly enlightening. And his last breath, just a wisp, an incredible moment of love.
         

         
         Death does seem to hide itself in the fog of our fears, an unfathomable mystery. And it’s true that it spares no one—and yet most people prefer not to think about it until it suddenly storms into our lives. Just like when Thomas died, plunging your grandfather and me and our whole family into bewildering uncertainty. 

         
         

         We run toward death without understanding, like sleepwalkers, and then are surprised to find it makes us anxious. So we fill
            our days with fleeting pleasures in order to tolerate the spiritual disconnection. The dissonance leads us to feel as though
            something both essential and unreachable is missing from our existence, and we are powerless to fix it. The extinguished sun.
            Our forgotten souls.
         

         
         But life isn’t an irreversible slide into guaranteed obliteration. It’s not limited to the decades we spend on this beautiful,
            violent, crazy planet. And death isn’t the end of life. Rediscovering this is essential. And it’s within our grasp.
         

         
         It’s possible to shed some light on the mystery. When I find myself on my deathbed, if circumstances allow it and I’m able
            to look it right in the face, the right words will be hard to find—you’ll be overcome with emotion, and I’ll be letting go.
            So it’s better to say them now. Better to say it all now, especially because at that point, it will be a little too late to
            speak; at that threshold, silence is so precious. As you place your hand on my body, you will need to keep your movements
            slow and gentle, and your heart peaceful.
         

         
         I’m going to explain to you everything I know about that moment: what will be happening inside me, what my soul will be seeing,
            what will happen to me after, and what you can do to help me, if you feel you have the courage. I’m sure that this will allow you to calmly accept the inevitable. And maybe you will be able to feel the love that will take over whichever room we happen to find ourselves in. It will be like a light, something that can be physically perceived. 

         
         The moment of death lays bare the most extreme emotions. It’s a paradoxical time, one of both inconsolable heartbreak and
            a form of grace; a door is opening between two worlds.
         

         
         After my death, I will still be here: sometimes near you, sometimes elsewhere, but always connected to you. The love that we share now will remain just as strong—and maybe it will even get stronger;
            you’ll understand why I say this in the pages to come. Love is what connects the two worlds. I’ll teach you how to feel that;
            it’s much stronger than absence. Opening ourselves up to it soothes and dispels our confusion.
         

         
         When I fade away from this world, I will still be alive. Don’t doubt it. Don’t doubt that the love that we feel for each other
            is eternal and will allow our souls to remain in conversation.
         

         
         Beginning this conversation with you about death will have an effect that is even more essential than preparing you for my
            own, which I hope takes place as late as possible. It will allow you to rediscover an inner path. I’ve experienced it myself.
         

         
         Yes, death inspires fear. You’ve told me. The subject makes you anxious. You’re far from being the only one, my dear; it’s
            not at all surprising that you would feel that way. But you’ve also told me that it’s not a fear you refuse to face. You don’t
            want to give in to it. I’m impressed by your clearheadedness. I admire the courage you’ve proved that you possess by being
            willing to look your fears and shadows right in the face, and I can confirm that it’s by embracing your vulnerability that
            you’ll find happiness and fulfillment. Vulnerability is not weakness. It’s the first step toward awakening. It requires a
            lot of courage and humility to probe the truth of our being. But isn’t that the most essential task of our existence?
         

         
         Death can become familiar to us. It’s possible to allay our fears about it and reveal its secrets. At that point it is no longer our enemy, but rather a mirror reflecting our lives. Death unveils the most precious thing that we possess, a dimension of our being: our pure consciousness, which, if we learn to reconnect with it, is a priceless internal resource. 

         
         I’ve come to understand that we are all guided, but we do not know how to listen. Making death our friend, and the object
            of daily meditation, will profoundly soothe and transform the way we see the ups and downs of our existence. It allows us
            to constantly feel the immortal flame that burns in the depths of our hearts, the inexhaustible and wise source of inspiration
            that we all harbor within us. Even now, in this very moment. Knowing ourselves is the beginning of wisdom. The sooner we undertake
            the inner exploration that allows us to rediscover our souls, the more enlightened and inspired our existences will be.
         

         
         

         It took me over a decade to find the right words. They didn’t all come from where I expected them to. That’s another story I want to tell you.
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How I Began to Investigate Death

         
         After your uncle died, I, like everyone else, was completely bereft. For me, the “afterlife” was limited to the religious
            and philosophical domains—that is to say, a matter of belief, and something that was effectively impossible to explore in
            a rational, scientific way. And then I heard about near-death experiences, or NDEs.
         

         
         You know what those are, right? They’re the stories of people who, after an accident, for example, report that while the paramedics
            were trying to resuscitate them, they were actually observing their bodies from above, thinking that they were witnessing
            their own death.
         

         
         Would Thomas have told us a story like this if he had lived?

         
         I began to read up on the subject. Very quickly, the most crucial thing in my eyes was discovering that a significant number
            of scientists were also interested in the phenomenon.
         

         
         It was like an electroshock for me. Several of these researchers were alluding to near-death experiences without the de facto assumption that they were just unfounded beliefs or hallucinations.
         

         
         Usually, in the world we live in, whenever someone talks about an unusual experience that’s wrongly deemed “supernatural,” we tend to think that they’re reading too much into it, or they’re mistaken, or they’re emotionally fragile, or they’re lying, or they’ve dreamed it or hallucinated it, or even that they’re suffering from some kind of psychological disorder. This being the case, I was dumbstruck to find that so many scientists thought none of these “explanations” were necessarily correct. While many people refuse to listen seriously to these accounts—because, if they were true, they would upend the skeptics’ theoretical frameworks entirely—for others, the challenge only reinforces their motivation to explore them further. 

         
         Near-death experiences are a psychological and sociological reality, and studies on them have revealed many surprising results.
            They are anomalies, in the scientific sense of the term: examples of a phenomenon that has been observed in real life, but which deviates from
            known models and for which there is no conventional explanation.
         

         
         

         NDEs came into the public consciousness in the mid-1970s in the United States, after a young doctor and philosopher named
            Raymond Moody—now a leading authority in the field—published Life After Life, a seminal collection of several strange accounts from people who had had a brush with death. They reported remembering the
            time during which they were unconscious, sometimes even in a coma.
         

         
         It was the similarities between all these stories that was striking: the sensation of leaving one’s body; the perspective of observing the scene from above, sometimes with precise details that would have been impossible for an unconscious person to know; the visions of loved ones who had already died, or spiritual entities; the perception of a bright light or a being of light; a profound feeling of well-being and of being bathed in love; and for some, the impression that they were seeing their entire life flash before their eyes, experiencing something that was both ecstatic and difficult to describe, entering another reality. 

         
         Was all of this actually real?

         
         The publication of Life After Life gave more people the opportunity to speak openly about their own experiences, revealing just how widespread this previously
            invisible phenomenon was. In the weeks that followed, Moody began to receive an avalanche of letters from people all over
            the country sharing their own accounts of such an experience. Not having anticipated such a reaction, he asked his supervisor,
            Dr. Bruce Greyson, a professor of psychiatric medicine at the University of Virginia, for help. What Moody didn’t know was
            that Greyson had also been profoundly shaken by the words of one of his patients several years before. Greyson was unnerved
            to find that the young woman’s inexplicable story was far from being the only one of its kind.1

         
         A single account doesn’t lend itself particularly well to a science-based approach, but the considerable number of them that
            were suddenly in play completely changed the game.
         

         
         Today, after more than forty-five years of research led by multiple teams, including Greyson’s, the data that has been collected
            about NDEs is priceless. However, the explanation for them remains a scientific mystery. These spiritual occurrences challenge
            the way we see perceive reality, and change the lives of those who have undergone them.
         

         
         From a scientific perspective, what is most disturbing is that they upend all our current models. Many of these NDEs take
            place during a period when brain function is gradually lessening; in fact, the intensity of the experience seems to have an
            inverse relationship with brain activity. How is it that hundreds of thousands of both adults and children (studies indicate that between 12 and 18 percent of people in cardiac arrest experience an NDE) who have been in life-threatening situations in which their brain function was seriously impaired—or even at a complete standstill!—can report afterward that not only were they conscious during the entire episode, but also that those states of consciousness were unusually rich and intense? They describe experiencing unparalleled lucidity, a kind of ultra-consciousness in which everything became clearer, and they could sense a reality that was more real than real life.

         
         It’s a little bit like if you removed your laptop’s battery and destroyed all its circuits, and then it started running faster
            than ever. It makes no sense. How could the brain allow for an experience of expanded consciousness at the very moment when
            its functioning is severely impaired? It should be exactly the opposite.
         

         
         These experiences raise a question with astonishing implications: is our consciousness dependent on our brain? In other words,
            when our brain is no longer functioning, do we remain alive? Do NDEs describe what happens . . . at the moment of death?
         

         
         

         At a conference I attended in Liège, Belgium, I met two researchers who each argued in support of a different answer to this
            question: Belgian neurologist Steven Laureys and Dutch cardiologist Pim van Lommel.
         

         
         Steven Laureys is the research director of the FNRS (Belgium’s National Fund for Scientific Research), head of the GIGA Consciousness
            research team at the University of Liège, and the founder of the Coma Science Group in Liège, which he led until 2020. Affable
            and energetic, he’s around my age. Dr. Laureys is one of Europe’s leading neuroscience researchers. The Coma Science Group
            has developed international expertise in comas and unresponsive wakefulness syndrome, the condition that used to be rather
            indelicately referred to as a “vegetative state.”
         

         
         He and his team have also studied different states of consciousness, which is what led him to his particular interest in NDEs through the lens of neuroscience. 

         
         He’s not exactly cagey about his stance on the matter, which is that everything happens in the brain: “The hypothesis that
            my team is testing is that all of these near-death experiences have an organic substrate. That during a coma, there’s a cascade
            of changes to the neurotransmitters in certain regions of the brain. It’s simply a question of modified brain activity,” he
            writes in one of his books on consciousness.2 The implication: that NDEs do not prove that consciousness survives death.
         

         
         On the other hand, there are equally well-known and respected researchers, such as Dr. Pim van Lommel, who claim that NDEs
            demonstrate that consciousness does not come from the brain and that it therefore must live on after death, since NDEs occur
            when the brain activity seems to be at a standstill.
         

         
         Cardiologist and medical expert Dr. van Lommel is the author of the most significant clinical study to date on NDEs, which
            was published in the prestigious medical journal The Lancet. He’s one of the leading experts on the subject, along with Bruce Greyson and several others. His study made major waves
            in the international medical community because it demonstrated that it is apparently quite possible to remain conscious even
            when all brain functions have ceased. Titled “Near-death experience in survivors of cardiac arrest,” the study was groundbreaking
            in both its scale—344 cardiac arrest survivors were interviewed in a dozen different hospitals—and its duration: the interviews
            took place five and then eight years after the events took place. Sixty-two people, who made up 18 percent of the study’s
            participants, reported having had a near-death experience.3

         
         

         After the conference, I met with Steven Laureys in the sprawling university hospital complex in southern Liège that houses the Coma Science Group, where he worked. As I entered the hospital, I had to make my way through a busy crowd of patients, families, and caregivers on their lunch break. The cafeterias were bustling with activity. I found the elevators I needed in a hallway and headed up to the fifth floor of the GIGA tower, where the CSG premises are located. 

         
         When I arrived, the atmosphere that prevailed was one of absolute calm.

         
         Steven Laureys’s office was a large, light-filled room overflowing with books, articles, files, and . . . a resin model of
            a brain, the exact replica—to scale—of his own brain. Warmly, as though we were already friends, the smiling father of five
            invited me to sit at a large conference table. We’d first met several years before on the set of a French national public
            television show and had been in touch every so often since then, though we had never sat down and had a frank discussion.
            How could a neurologist study a phenomenon such as NDEs, which are, by their very nature, impossible to reproduce? I began
            questioning him.
         

         
         “What does your research involve?”

         
         “What I’m trying to do is use scientific methodology—with curiosity, and without dogma or preconceptions—to compare what I
            think I understand with what I’m able to measure. Obviously, I’m a neurologist, so I work on the brain to test hypotheses.
            I can’t ignore the fact that if we change the structure or functioning of the brain, for example with anesthesia or hallucinogens,
            we change our thoughts, perceptions, and emotions. Consciousness is complicated.”
         

         
         “It’s the biggest mystery there is.”

         
         “Yes, and until we understand consciousness, it’s going to be hard to explain near-death experiences. The fact remains that they are a physiological reality deserving of more study. I wish more of my colleagues took an interest in them so that we could stop with the binary of ‘I believe in them, I don’t believe in them.’ On one hand, you have the people who claim that NDEs are proof that the soul exists outside of the body, but who don’t go any further. I’m a bit more curious; I need a theory with predictive power. On the other hand, you have those who immediately disregard them as untrue. Neither of these attitudes serves us well. The problem is that we don’t really know when such an experience is happening, and we can’t reproduce it in a lab.” 

         
         The man sitting across from me had first become known for his work on comas and disorders of consciousness—patients who fail
            to regain consciousness after a traumatic accident—as well as unresponsive wakefulness syndrome and locked-in syndrome, the
            latter referring to patients who are paralyzed but still conscious.
         

         
         GIGA Consciousness is a team of around fifty people, not counting external collaborators. Most of them are psychologists,
            doctors, and engineers, but some are physical therapists and physicists. The teams are working to better understand the different
            types of brain activity that take place in varying states of consciousness: comas, hypnosis, meditation, and trances, as well
            as, indirectly, those who have had a near-death experience.
         

         
         In the first stage of GIGA Consciousness’s NDE research, Dr. Laureys’s team collected nearly two thousand firsthand accounts,
            a significant sample size for a subject like this. Participants were volunteers who came forward following a call for testimonies,
            meaning that this first stage was, by nature, retrospective and limited. All the same, it yielded some very rich, and sometimes
            even surprising, insights.
         

         
         After that, Dr. Laureys’s teams challenged themselves to attempt to “reproduce” in the lab several types of experiences that
            are phenomenologically similar to NDEs in order to see what happens in the brain during these altered states of consciousness.
         

         
         For several years now, the GIGA Consciousness teams have been trying a number of techniques to induce these states of consciousness—for example, using hypnosis on people who had experienced an NDE and asking them to remember their experiences. While it was clear that the subjects weren’t reliving their NDEs under hypnosis, they did report perceptions and sensations similar to those they had originally experienced. During the experiment, their brain activity was monitored by electroencephalogram (EEG), a device that measures the electrical activity of the cortex—the outer part of the brain and the epicenter of its most sophisticated neurological functions. 

         
         Dr. Laureys’s teams also tried using virtual reality to make people “relive” via simulation an out-of-body experience, testing
            the technique both on near-death experiencers and a control group and recording the brain activity of each. In addition, the
            researchers tested other induction methods, such as syncope—small, fleeting losses of consciousness—as scientific literature
            had revealed a potential link between hallucinations that occurred during syncope and NDEs.
         

         
         On a more unusual note, they collaborated with shaman Corine Sombrun, who is capable of entering a trance state at will. Her
            participation enabled them to see the impact of this very specific state of consciousness on brain function.
         

         
         GIGA Consciousness also works with the Centre for Psychedelic Research at Imperial College, London, to explore the effects
            on brain imaging of psychedelic substances that induce powerful, transcendent experiences, some aspects of which bear strong
            similarities to NDEs. I’ll come back to this at length later.
         

         
         The goal of this whole body of research is to observe, under laboratory conditions, experiences that have certain phenomenological similarities with NDEs and to see the associated patterns of neural activity. Each study has brought to light a correlation between the neurophysiological states of the test subjects and their accounts of what they experienced. The researchers collected important new data. However, while these other states of altered consciousness may resemble NDEs, they might be, neurologically speaking, quite different—especially because one of the most striking characteristics of NDEs is that they often happen when the brain seems to be no longer functioning at all. 

         
         It was with this objection that I continued my conversation with Dr. Laureys.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            4
Brain Death and Clinical Death

         
         “You observe correlations between altered states of consciousness and the associated patterns of brain activity,” I said to
            Dr. Laureys, “but NDEs sometimes occur when the brain is in great distress, or even when its activity has ceased entirely,
            don’t they?”
         

         
         He seemed taken aback. “When its activity has ceased entirely? No.”

         
         “What do you mean, no?”

         
         “People act as though it’s been proven that during NDEs, the brain is inactive, or even in a state of death, with no function
            whatsoever. But that’s not the case. No one comes back from brain death.”
         

         
         Already we’d reached the heart of the debate: is the brain still active during these experiences or not? For Dr. Laureys,
            as a matter of principle, it must be active, because his work begins from the assumption that all conscious experience is associated with visible activity in
            the brain. This is what he has always learned and observed as a neurologist. That’s why all his research is aimed at better
            understanding the brain activity of people experiencing something that resembles an NDE, because NDEs are assumed to be caused by “changes to the brain’s functioning.” This hypothesis is supposed to be the “rational” one, but it seemed highly debatable to me based on the facts, so I was impatient to hear Dr. Laureys’s arguments. 

         
         Also, no one claims that it’s possible to come back from brain death. Death is a gradual process of deterioration. When the
            heart stops, it brings to a halt the oxygenation of organs and cells, but not all of these degrade at the same rate. Oxygen
            and glucose are the vital source of brain activity, and when there’s a reduction in that supply, the brain will cease functioning
            within a few seconds. This is “clinical death,” a state that can be temporary and, most importantly, reversible. However,
            after several minutes without a supply of energy, the neurons will begin to die off. This is “brain death.”
         

         
         After brain death, several organs can still be transplanted, because they’re still alive—heart, lungs, liver, kidneys—but the person won’t be able to come back: their brain is now irreparably dead. No one in a state
            of brain death has ever come back to life.
         

         
         However, many near-death experiencers were in a state of clinical death, which precedes brain death and which can last several
            minutes. Their brains were in standby mode; the neurons hadn’t all died, but nonetheless, they didn’t seem to be active. This
            was the period of time that interested me. I rephrased my question to Dr. Laureys.
         

         
         “No one says that people who have experienced NDEs were in a state of brain death, but some of them were in a state of clinical
            death. And in clinical death, the brain switches itself off very quickly, right? Several studies on cardiac arrest1 indicate that after ten to twenty seconds at most, there’s no more blood pressure and no more blood flow . . . so one would
            assume that there can’t be any activity in the brain.”
         

         
         “You’re correct that there’s no more blood pressure—that’s a mechanical function. If the pump stops, there will be no more flow to the brain. In real life, however, the heart just doesn’t suddenly stop. It often goes into fibrillation, which means it starts beating very fast and irregularly and is no longer very efficient. But during resuscitation, we don’t know exactly what’s going on. So, yes, obviously, there are often moments where we can observe a significant drop in blood supply. And of course, the brain is very fragile. On the other hand, it’s also stronger than we can imagine, so sometimes, with current resuscitation techniques and hypothermia, we can manage to preserve brain activity. 

         
         “The studies I’m talking about show that there actually isn’t any irreversible damage to the brain in the first few minutes,
            but that just a few seconds after cardiac arrest, the brain stops receiving any blood supply whatsoever.
         

         
         “In cardiac arrest, many things happen that are difficult to observe. Yes, the brain will show signs of distress, then slowing
            down and gradually flatlining. But I wouldn’t say with any certainty, ‘After however many seconds, there’s no more activity.’
            In reality, there’s a lot more variability than that.”
         

         
         I understood his argument, but wanted to push him further. “But research shows that the exact time between cardiac arrest
            and the cessation of all brain activity is ten to twenty seconds at most. I didn’t invent that.”
         

         
         “You want my opinion, I’m giving you my opinion. The question that you’re asking is worthy of a doctoral thesis. For me, there
            are two interpretations. You could say that the brain is inactive, and that that’s proof that consciousness must lie elsewhere.
            But you could also say that the brain is stronger than we think and that, even if it’s in distress, there’s still a little
            bit of output, a little bit of brain activity. For now, I’m remaining cautious.”
         

         
         Several critical care specialists I interviewed shared Dr. Laureys’s reservations, pointing out the difficulty of ascertaining the vital signs of a patient undergoing resuscitation. The fact remains that once the oxygen supply to the brain is cut off, neurons pause their activity so as to retain as much energy as possible. 

         
         “Yes, that’s true,” Dr. Laureys confirmed when I mentioned this.

         
         “They won’t die for several more minutes,” I continued. “And in this interval between the suspension of oxygen to the brain
            and the moment of brain death, there’s no more activity.”
         

         
         “We don’t know that. We diagnose brain death only after a few minutes of cerebral anoxia (oxygen deprivation in the brain).
            And a ‘flat’ EEG is not enough to diagnose brain death.”2

         
         “But what could be fueling brain activity when the blood that delivers the oxygen that’s crucial for brain function isn’t
            flowing?”
         

         
         Once again, he dodged the question. “This is really a scientific debate that merits more study. It’s been said that when some
            people have a near-death experience, their brains are no longer working. Maybe. But maybe not. It’s possible—and this is what
            I think—that much less brain activity is needed for perception and thought than what we’ve historically believed. It’s an
            avenue worth exploring.”
         

         
         This is Dr. Laureys’s argument: since the brain isn’t irreversibly dead, we don’t know what could be going on in it, even
            during cardiac arrest. The hypothesis that a kind of “residual activity” causes these NDEs cannot be ruled out. I had already
            discussed this with several researchers, and I told him so.
         

         
         “Yet many NDE specialists, such as the psychiatrist Bruce Greyson, for example, find it hard to imagine how residual activity
            in the brain could cause a conscious experience. Even putting aside cardiac arrest, many NDEs take place at a time when the
            brain is in great distress. How could such a rich experience be associated with brain activity that is greatly reduced from
            normal?”
         

         
         “That’s exactly the question we’re studying,” Dr. Laureys replied. “I think it’s worth considering. I think that we really know very little about what happens during the experience. Personally, I’d be thrilled to discover that consciousness is outside the brain! I’d win the Nobel Prize for sure. But you have to try to do this while thinking about your own convictions critically.” 

         
         “It seems to me that’s what Greyson does. And like other scientists who are skeptical of the neuronal origins of NDEs, he
            works with and relies on reports supported by medical records, and there are hundreds of them!3 These researchers explain that, while consciousness is correlated with the simultaneous activity of many different brain
            regions, ‘residual activity’ cannot produce a conscious experience. Dr. Bruce Greyson admitted to me that he doesn’t believe
            it would cause an NDE.”
         

         
         Dr. Laureys laughed. “It’s a belief, then.”

         
         I didn’t back down. “He didn’t put it in those words. It’s his research that has led him to consider this the most likely
            hypothesis. The idea that residual activity that’s so subtle it’s not even detectable could be the cause of these hyperreal
            narratives and lucid thoughts contradicts all the neuroscientific models of brain function.”
         

         
         “I don’t think that we can say that until we’ve understood the neural correlates of consciousness. And Greyson hasn’t done
            any experiments with EEGs, let alone high-density (256-electrode) EEGs, as my team and I have.”
         

         
         “What if there are no neural correlates of consciousness? What if consciousness doesn’t come from the brain?”

         
         “If there aren’t any? I’d be very happy if I found out there was something else. But I still have sensory consciousness—what I see and hear and perceive right now—and for the moment, observation shows me that if I shut down activity in the consciousness brain network, I won’t have any more perceptions. By definition, consciousness is subjective. I have no problem saying that we don’t understand consciousness. I’ve been called a materialist and a reductionist, but, well—reducing a big problem to smaller ones is the scientific approach.” 

         
         “Do you consider yourself a materialist?”

         
         “What do you mean by that?”

         
         “That everything comes from matter.”

         
         Dr. Laureys took a few seconds to think before answering me. “We know quite well that not everything comes from matter. Since
            Einstein, we’ve known that matter and energy are connected. But I’m still a neurologist, and a scientist. I study the brain,
            and I continue to think that’s useful—even if no one can explain how something material, like a brain, which I do believe
            plays a major role, can shape our thoughts, perceptions, and emotions.”
         

         
         “The big question.”

         
         “Yes. The subject of our research unit in Liège and in Canada!”

         
         “Actually, many researchers hypothesize that NDEs might be the glitch that will enable us to model a broader conception of
            consciousness. For example, by distinguishing one level of consciousness that is entirely linked to brain activity from another
            that’s independent. Is that a path you’d be curious to explore?”
         

         
         Dr. Laureys smiled. “I’m not a philosopher, nor am I a priest. My approach is scientific, down-to-earth, pragmatic. I want
            to understand. How could we test the hypothesis you’re suggesting? You can tell me that consciousness is ‘cosmic,’ and that
            we’re all connected . . . Okay, but I’m not going to be happy with a poetic explanation. Maybe it’s a kind of energy? A wave?
            Whatever it is, I need it to be defined. Then we’d be able to test out a real scientific hypothesis with explanatory and predictive
            value.”
         

         
         

         The afternoon was drawing to a close, the light coming in from the big windows in Dr. Laureys’s office beginning to fade. We’d been talking for over an hour, and it was time for him to leave; he had to take one of his kids to camp. He suggested I come with him so that I could get closer to my hotel, as the university hospital is far from the city center. 

         
         After we picked up his son and said hello to his wife, Vanessa Charland, a neuropsychologist and mindfulness meditation instructor,
            Dr. Laureys dropped me off in downtown Liège. I walked along the banks of the Meuse River as night fell.
         

         
         I was a little skeptical after our interview. I appreciated the friendliness of our exchange, and understand Dr. Laureys’s
            position, which is that of a researcher designing experiments to better grasp what is happening to the brain in altered states
            of consciousness; he’s a neurologist! But I was disturbed by how determined he was to stick to the idea that residual brain
            activity during resuscitation can produce a state of consciousness as intense as an NDE, even though I knew that for him it’s
            not an “explanation for NDEs” but rather a working hypothesis. As a scientist, he didn’t want to dismiss it without having
            tested it. That’s the essence of the scientific method.
         

         
         However, it seemed to me that this hypothesis about residual activity—which has never been observed, and which supposedly
            takes place despite physiological changes and a cortex that is apparently not functioning—required turning a blind eye to
            some of the essential aspects of an NDE. So many incredible things happen during these experiences that make the hypothesis
            impossible. I’ll come back to this point soon and explain further what those things are; they force us to reexamine our assumptions
            about the nature of consciousness.
         

         
         But first it might be useful for us to look a little more closely into what neuroscientists know about consciousness, and what they don’t know. Like the question of its origins. 

         
         By the way, Luna, when I say “consciousness”—what does that mean to you?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            5
What Do We Know About Consciousness?

         
         Dearest daughter, how do you know that you’re alive? How is it that you’re able to observe your own existence—to think, to feel, to love? Because you’re conscious that you’re you? Of course, but how are we conscious? Why do we have an inner experience? Is it a process or a state? Is it an ability developed by our neurons while we’re in the womb, for example, or is it a permanent state, overlooking our biological development from afar? 

         
         The term “consciousness” is used to refer to your subjective experience, by nature hard to grasp: the flow of thoughts and
            feelings that you feel when you’re awake.
         

         
         But where does consciousness come from?

         
         The brain? That’s the theory that seems most logical. Why? Because neuroscientists have observed neural processes that underpin
            our subjective experiences of consciousness.
         

         
         For example, electrochemical activity detected in a particular area of the brain might be associated with a particular function
            of consciousness: language, memory, perception, wakefulness, etc. And then there’s the fact that even minor malfunctioning
            of our brain apparently alters our consciousness.
         

         
         We have a considerable amount of evidence attesting to this relationship. Brain damage can lead to a loss of consciousness. Strokes can put people into comas. Seizures cause a temporary loss of consciousness that’s always accompanied by specific changes visible on an EEG. There’s no doubt that there’s a link between our conscious experience and our brain. But does a link between two elements always imply a causal relationship? 

         
         No. What we’ve observed are correlations between neural activity and states of consciousness. But to say that activity detected in any given zone of the brain that’s
            associated with a particular state of consciousness is its cause is speculation. Neuroscience can prove only that neural activity and mental states are related. This point is essential.
         

         
         In reality, the question of the origin of consciousness is a mystery for the scientific community. This major scientific and
            philosophical enigma—how can the brain, a biological structure composed of 86 billion neurons, within which an even greater
            number of interactions take place, produce an inner experience?—has been dubbed the hard problem of consciousness. And no one has the answer.
         

         
         In a special issue published for its one hundred and twenty-fifth anniversary, Science magazine called it the second most important unresolved scientific question today.1 The commonly accepted hypothesis that consciousness emerges from brain activity is disputed among neuroscientists, and its
            opponents include eminent researchers at the most prestigious institutions in the world. Christof Koch, for example, a leading
            American researcher in the field, explains in his book Consciousness, “Subjectivity is too radically different from anything physical for it to be an emergent phenomenon.”2

         
         What he means by this—and his analysis is shared by other well-known scientists as well as philosophers3—is that our inner experience, our personal subjectivity, is so radically different from the physical elements that make up
            our material reality that it would be impossible to explain how that inner experience could magically emerge from a set of
            neurons, no matter their quantity.
         

         
         By no means is it self-evident that something as immaterial as consciousness could spring forth from matter.

         
         In fact, the idea is beyond comprehension.

         
         Philosopher Bernardo Kastrup agrees wholeheartedly, writing, “The emergent properties of a complex system must be deducible
            from the properties of the lower-level components of the system.”4 In other words, something made up of purely material elements cannot produce something immaterial, such as the sensation
            of existing. Referring to the role of the brain, he continues, “How and why that structure, function, and behavior are accompanied
            by inner experience is deeply problematic for materialism. Your personal computer also has structure, function, and behavior. However, its internal
            calculations do not seem to be accompanied by any inner experience at all.”5

         
         It’s true: a calculator has no emotions.

         
         At least until proven otherwise, even the most advanced of computers doesn’t have any inner experience. Artificial intelligence
            may imitate consciousness, but it’s not conscious; it’s just . . . intelligent. It can carry out extremely fast calculations;
            it’s capable of learning, and of developing some sort of functional autotomy; but it cannot be moved to tears in front of
            a landscape, a flower, or an Odilon Redon painting.
         

         
         No, a computer doesn’t have any inner experience, even if there are a few billionaires seeking physical immortality whose ambition is to change this, and even
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