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In The Next World, historian of religions Gregory Shushan explores the relationships between
extraordinary experiences and beliefs in life after death. He first shows how throughout history
and around the world, near-death experiences have influenced ideas about the afterlife.
Shushan also takes a deep dive into the problem of similarities and differences between NDE
accounts. Not only do they vary widely, but so does a culture’s way of responding to them and
integrating them into their belief systems.In this book Shushan also compares NDEs with
accounts of shamanic spirit journeys to afterlife realms, intermission states between
reincarnations from people who remember past lives, and descriptions of otherworlds by souls
of the dead communicating through mediums. Accounts of all these phenomena bear striking
similarities to NDEs, though also have important differences. Examining them each in relation to
the other results in a kind of reciprocal illumination, in which each type of extraordinary
experience sheds light on the other.Drawing on over two decades of research into cross-cultural
afterlife beliefs and extraordinary experiences, The Next World presents not only an accessible
overview of Shushan’s work, but also takes a bold new step in psychical research. By combining
ideas and methods from a variety of disciplines – archaeology, anthropology, sociology, and the
study of religions – Shushan’s unique take on the issues leads to new understandings of them.
Unlike any of these disciplines, however, Shushan also crosses over into metaphysics,
philosophy, and parapsychology, considering the implications of the cross-cultural data for the
survival hypothesis: Are NDEs and other extraordinary experiences actually glimpses into
another world and a taste of the true spiritual reality? If so, what could this afterlife actually be
like in light of all the diversity of accounts?“Gregory Shushan is one of the brightest lights in the
rising generation of scholars in psychical research.”~ Alan Gauld, author, The Heyday of Mental
Mediumship: 1880s – 1930s: Investigators, Mediums and Communicators.“This fine new book
by Gregory Shushan encapsulates his decades of painstaking ethnohistoricalresearch on NDEs
and various related phenomena, spanning a remarkable range of cultures and times. Strongly
recommended!”~ Edward F. Kelly, co-editor, Irreducible Mind, Beyond Physicalism.“Advances
our understanding of NDEs and of our own nature as few other books have. This truly is a
remarkable book.”~ Bruce Greyson, author, After: A Doctor Explores What Near-Death
Experiences Reveal About Life and Beyond.“What a breathtaking tour of the expanse of human
experience! It left me with a sense ofwonder and admiration.”~ Zofie Weaver, author, Other
Realities? The Enigma of Franek Kluski’s Mediumship.“This extraordinary book provides
concise, clearly-written text describing important NDE elements: universal, cultural, and
individual layers; revelations; geographical and historical perspectives; reincarnation; academic
and popular hypotheses. Shushan provides abundant NDE narratives, illustrating his arguments.
This book is both academically accurate and highly entertaining, a remarkable combination. A
brilliant book – fun to read!”~ James McClenon, Ph.D, author of Wondrous Healing: Shamanism,
Human Evolution, and the Origin of Religion and The Entity Letters: A Sociologist on the Trail of



a Supernatural Mystery.

"Gregory Shushan is one of the brightest lights in the rising generation of scholars in psychical
research."Alan Gauld, author, The Heyday of Mental Mediumship: 1880s - 1930s: Investigators,
Mediums and Communicators."This fine new book by Gregory Shushan encapsulates his
decades of painstaking ethnohistoricalresearch on NDEs and various related phenomena,
spanning a remarkable range of cultures and times. Strongly recommended!"Edward F. Kelly, co-
editor, Irreducible Mind, Beyond Physicalism."Advances our understanding of NDEs and of our
own nature as few other books have. This truly is a remarkable book."Bruce Greyson, author,
After: A Doctor Explores What Near-Death Experiences Reveal About Life and Beyond."What a
breathtaking tour of the expanse of human experience! It left me with a sense ofwonder and
admiration."Zofie Weaver, author, Other Realities? The Enigma of Franek Kluski's Mediumship.--
This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorGregory Shushan, PhD, is the leading
authority on near-death experiences and the afterlife across cultures and throughout history. He
is the author of Near-Death Experience in Indigenous Religions, and Conceptions of the Afterlife
in Early Civilizations.` Currently Visiting Fellow at University of Winchester, and Research Fellow
at the Parapsychology Foundation, Dr. Shushan was previously Honorary Research Fellow at
the Religious Experience Research Centre at University of Wales, Perrott-Warrick Researcher at
University of Oxford's Ian Ramsey Centre for Science and Religion, and Scholar-in Residence at
the Centro Incontri Umani (The Cross Cultural Centre), Ascona, Switzerland. He has lectured at
universities in the UK, Ireland, and Switzerland and has given numerous talks on his research in
nine countries. --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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ShushanThe Next WorldCopyright © 2022 by Gregory Shushan. All rights reserved.Published in
the United States of America and the United Kingdom by White Crow Books, an imprint of White
Crow Productions Ltd.The right of Gregory Shushan to be identified as the author of this work
has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Design and Patents act 1988.No
part of this book may be reproduced, copied, or used in any form or manner whatsoever without
written permission, except in the case of brief quotations in reviews and critical articles.A CIP
catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.For information, contact White
Crow Productions Ltd.by e-mail: info@whitecrowbooks.comCover Design by
Astrid@Astridpaints.comInterior design by Velin@Perseus-Design.comNon-Fiction / Body, Mind
& Spirit / Near-death experienceIn memory of Dr. Maya WarrierPRAISE FOR THE NEXT
WORLD“Gregory Shushan is one of the brightest lights in the rising generation of scholars in
psychical research.”~ Alan Gauld, author, The Heyday of Mental Mediumship: 1880s – 1930s:
Investigators, Mediums and Communicators.“This extraordinary book provides concise, clearly-
written text describing important NDE elements: universal, cultural, and individual layers;
revelations; geographical and historical perspectives; reincarnation; academic and popular
hypotheses. Shushan provides abundant NDE narratives, illustrating his arguments. This book is
both academically accurate and highly entertaining, a remarkable combination. A brilliant book –
fun to read!”~ James McClenon, Ph.D, author of Wondrous Healing: Shamanism, Human
Evolution, and the Origin of Religion and The Entity Letters: A Sociologist on the Trail of a
Supernatural Mystery.“In The Next World: Extraordinary Experiences of the Afterlife, Gregory
Shushan explores near-death experiences as inextricable from the cultures of the individuals
who have them. As a comparative historian of religious and spiritual experiences, Shushan takes
us beyond the usual arguments over the reality of NDEs, and shows that the true nature of NDEs
is irrelevant to their ability to inspire and influence our views of life and death. Examining the
relationships between afterlife beliefs and NDEs throughout history and across cultures enables
Shushan to shed a unique light on what NDEs imply about the true spiritual reality and the
possibilities of an afterlife, and to advance our understanding of NDEs and of our own nature as
few other books have. This truly is a remarkable book.”~ Bruce Greyson, M.D., author of After: A
Doctor Explores What Near-Death Experiences Reveal About Life and Beyond.“This fine new
book by Gregory Shushan encapsulates his decades of painstaking ethnohistorical research on
Near-Death Experiences (NDEs) and various related phenomena, spanning a remarkable range
of cultures and times. Examining these complex and multifaceted phenomena from his
perspective as a scholar of comparative culture, religion and psychology, and paying close
attention to both similarities and differences among experiences reported in different cultural
settings, he arrives at a picture which avoids both facile universalism and facile cultural and
psychological determinism. What emerges is a more complex picture according to which the
underlying experiences, having much in common with mystical experiences more generally, end
up being reported in terms which also reflect the influence of personal psychology and the



cultural or doctrinal setting. A final chapter seeks to distill the implications of this impressive
body of work for the possibility of postmortem survival, and for our nascent conception of what it
might be like. Strongly recommended!”~ Edward F. Kelly, Professor in the Division of Perceptual
Studies, Department of Psychiatry and Neurobehavioral Sciences, University of Virginia School
of Medicine; co-editor of Irreducible Mind, Beyond Physicalism, and Consciousness
Unbound.“What a breathtaking tour of the expanse of human experience! It left me with a sense
of wonder and admiration - such a rounded, balanced, objective yet sympathetic look at the
roots of our myths and beliefs, in a context grounded in evidence from just about every
civilisation and period. A fascinating perspective on the multiple aspects of the relationship
between culture and individual experience.”~ Zofie Weaver, Society for Psychical Research;
Author of Other Realities? The Enigma of Franek Kluski’s Mediumship and A World in a Grain of
Sand: The Clairvoyance of Stefan Ossowiecki.PRAISE FOR THE AUTHOR’S PREVIOUS
BOOKSNear-Death Experience in Indigenous Religions“… the most important scholarly work
on near-death experiences in the last thirty years. … This is a journey and an argument as
fascinating and as engrossing as the social history of mankind itself.”~ Allan Kellehear, PhD.,
author, Visitors at the End of Life: Finding Meaning and Purpose in Near-Death Phenomena.“…
a uniquely insightful and provocative analysis of near-death experiences that documents their
formative influence on worldwide beliefs about an afterlife. … This book is essential reading for
anyone seeking to understand NDEs and their role in society.”~ Bruce Greyson, author, After: A
Doctor Explores What Near-Death Experiences Reveal about Life and Beyond.“… a tour de
force. … Any future discussions of NDEs and the origins of religion will need to take Shushan’s
major contribution into account.”~ Fiona Bowie, PhD, author, Tales from the Afterlife.“Interested
readers will be amazed at the data reported by the author in this erudite and intelligent inquiry.”~
Gavin Flood, author, The Importance of Religion: Meaning and Action in our Strange World.“A
fundamental book for all those interested in religious expressions related to after-life and post-
mortem, this volume will surely remain a milestone in the study of what Shakespeare
precipitously called ‘the undiscovered country from whose bourne no traveller returns.’ After all,
some travellers, so it seems, have trodden there.”~ Davide Torri, PhD, author, The Shamaness in
Asia.“There is a weighty poignancy to this [book], bearing witness to the value of studying
historical records regarding the fundamental question “What happens to us when we die?”~
Mary L. Keller, author, The Hammer and the Flute.“Shushan has advanced the study of non-
Western NDEs immeasurably. … [He] has done the field a tremendous service, and his book is
not to be missed by anyone seriously concerned with NDEs.”~ James Matlock, author, Signs of
Reincarnation: Exploring Beliefs, Cases, and Theory.Conceptions of the Afterlife in Early
Civilizations“… a fascinating journey through ancient ideas about the afterlife…. the author
brings them to life and makes them relevant to contemporary concerns about what has become
known as near-death-experiences. … This is a bold and engaging book.” ~ Gavin Flood.“… one
of the most interesting and methodologically reflective examples of comparative work in the
study of religions.”~ Michael Stausberg, ed., The Oxford Handbook of the Study of Religion.“… a



dense, rich, thought-provoking work. 9/10.” ~ Fortean Times.“a very well-written book by a
consummate scholar…. a major contribution to the field of comparative religion and near-death
studies…. a ‘must-read.’”~ Ken R. Vincent, God is With Us: What Near-Death and Other
Spiritually Transformative Experiences Teach Us About God and
Afterlife.CONTENTSCOPYRIGHTACKNOWLEDGEMENTSINTRODUCTION1. NEAR-DEATH
EXPERIENCES: PEELING THE UNIVERSAL, CULTURAL, AND INDIVIDUAL LAYERS2.
REVELATIONS IN NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCES3. NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCES IN EARLY
CIVILIZATIONS4. SHAMANISM AND NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCES IN THE INDIGENOUS
TRADITIONS OF OCEANIA5. NEXT WORLDS IN VICTORIAN AND EDWARDIAN
MEDIUMSHIP6. BETWEEN LIVES: REINCARNATION INTERMISSION MEMORIES7. WHAT
KIND OF AFTERLIFE? CULTURE, INDIVIDUAL, AND THE SURVIVAL
HYPOTHESISAPPENDIX I: EXTRAORDINARY EXPERIENCES OR CULTURAL IMAGINATION:
“ALL IN THE BRAIN” REVISITEDAPPENDIX II: THE NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE OF MRS.
LEONORA PIPERREFERENCESINDEXACKNOWLEDGEMENTSI would like to thank the
Perrott-Warrick Fund at Trinity College Cambridge, the Ian Ramsey Centre for Science and
Religion at University of Oxford, the Society for Psychical Research, the International
Association for Near-Death Studies, the Cedar Creek Institute, the Alex Tanous Foundation for
Scientific Research, the Parapsychology Foundation, the Alister Hardy Trust and Religious
Experience Research Centre, and the British Academy for various grants and other forms of
support over the years that have helped enable the research distilled in this book. Thanks also to
Jon Beecher and Judith Shushan for editorial comments and suggestions.I would like to extend
a very special thanks to those who have supported my work on Patreon, and those who continue
to do so: Daniel Bourke, Jason Bugher, Rachel Carina, Wendy Dossett, The Daily Grail, Tim
Hacker, Kristofer Key, Sylvia Kezele, Jeffrey Matthews, Pascal Michael, Eric Peterson, Denise
Reynolds, Ayline Setaghaian, Chris Schelin, Space Lemon, David Sunfellow, Samantha Lee
Treasure, Alex L. Tsakiris, Christopher Turek, and Edward Zukowski.To find out more about my
work, join my mailing list, or learn more about becoming a Patron, please visit my website: .
Some of the material in Chapter 5, in an earlier and very different form, benefitted from
comments and suggestions from Paul Badham, Stephen Braude, David Fontana, and Guy Lyon
Playfair.INTRODUCTIONDeath is one of the few unambiguous facts of life. Together with birth,
nothing could be more basic and fundamental to the universally human path of our existence.
Our knowledge of the inevitability of death helps define life, and even to give it meaning. As life’s
opposing state, death makes us aware of the finite nature of our time on Earth. This helps
motivate us to act on our aspirations, providing a sense of urgency to accomplish, to create and
procreate, to strive for fulfillment and contentedness in the brief time we’re here, for on some
level we continually carry with us the awareness that we won’t always be. Though we may feel
on an existential level that it is ultimately fruitless, we are preoccupied with leaving something of
ourselves behind, some evidence that we existed – a gesture towards some kind of legacy that
will act at least as an emblem of immortality: children who look like us and think like us, or



material products of our creativity which we consider stand for who we are – a book, a poem, a
painting, a photograph, a song, a favorite recipe – anything that attests to the fact that our
individualities, our selves, were here and had some kind of impact and even purpose.While most
of us will never witness the violent destruction or physical decomposition of human bodies, it is
common to intimately experience the death of a loved one. Their vision, their hearing, their
engagement with the world slipping away, vital signs ebbing, color draining, and breath
dwindling until that certain final whispery exhalation signals the end. The simple profundity of
experiencing of another’s death, of witnessing their transition from alive to not alive, cannot be
overstated. A human being once animated and dynamic, once so full of intention, action, and
speculation, never to move, think, speak or smile ever again, never to interact with us again for
the rest of our lives on Earth. The evidence of our senses confirms to us that every living thing
will die, including our families, our friends, our pets, and ourselves.And yet, the sense that our
bodies are not entirely “us,” that they are really just the things that carry us around, the machines
that house our ghosts, is embedded in our very languages. We spend our lives alternately
identifying ourselves with our bodies, and distancing ourselves from them. We say “I am hungry”
instead of “my body is hungry,” and “I am dying” rather than “my body is dying.” But we also refer
to our minds as being distinct from our bodies. We make up our minds, we change our minds,
and we lose our minds.Many of us – including atheists and agnostics – have vague, halfrealized,
or even wholly subconscious feelings that when deprived of our bodies we must still be
something. If this body is not quite entirely “me,” I am more than just my body, and something
other than death must happen to “me” when my body dies. And of course, most of the 98% of
the world’s religious people firmly believe that they’ll survive their own deaths, whether in some
heavenly or hellish realm, through resurrection, reincarnation, or even liberation.Experiments in
cognitive neuroscience seem to show that we’re hardwired to believe in an afterlife, despite the
evidence of death all around us. Very young children who have little conception of the
metaphysical implications of death or afterlife seem to intuitively believe that physical death
somehow does not entail the death of the “person.” They naturally assume that it isn’t really the
end, and that “dead” people live on somehow, somewhere. At least since Freud, it’s been said
repeatedly that we’re simply unable to imagine our own nonexistence. We haven’t had the
experience of being dead, and it’s impossible to know what it’s like to be wholly without
perception, sensation, awareness, and thought.Psychologists, philosophers, anthropologists,
and sociologists of all description have weighed in with attempts to explain afterlife beliefs
without reference to the theological or metaphysical. They hypothesize that they’re due to either
wish-fulfillment fantasy, to a yearning for justice in compensation for earthly unfairness, to
observations of the “dying-and-rising” cycles of nature, or to the priests and kings who control
the world through threats and promises of post-mortem punishment and reward.These are all
interesting theories as far as they go, and each has a place in explaining certain characteristics
of specific beliefs in particular societies. But they all ignore two very important things:The first is
the existence of afterlife beliefs around the world that don’t fit into such neat categories.



Although virtually every society in nearly all times and places has some kind of belief in
consciousness surviving bodily death, the conceptions are different enough that such
generalizations are unfounded. For example, not all societies believe in moral judgement in the
other world, meaning that their beliefs were unlikely to have been created by the elite as a tool of
social control.The second thing all these theories inexplicably ignore is the single human
experience that is actually the most relevant to beliefs in an afterlife: near-death experiences, or
NDEs.NDEs were only popularly recognized in the mid-1970s, but people from the largest
empires to the smallest hunter-gatherer societies have been having them throughout history.
Accounts are found in ancient sacred texts, historical documents, ethnographic studies, and
journals of explorers and missionaries. From a 7th century BCE Chinese provincial ruler to an
18th century British admiral, a 19th century Ghanaian victim of human sacrifice, a mid-20th
century Samoyed Siberian, or a Soviet suicide attempt revived during government resuscitation
experiments, NDEs can happen to followers of any religion, and to those of none.Just as the
evidence of our senses tells us that everything dies, NDErs seem to have another kind of
evidence, inaccessible to the rest of us, leading them to the opposite conclusion: that we do not
die. In both the historical and modern accounts, NDEs often lead directly to new beliefs,
including that consciousness can separate from the body, and that it can continue after death. In
my research for my book Near-Death Experience in Indigenous Religions I found dozens of
examples of individuals stating that NDEs were the direct source of their “knowledge” about the
afterlife. On the microcosmic level, the religious, agnostic, and committed atheist alike typically
change their beliefs and worldviews following NDEs. Perhaps most famously, upon revival from
his NDE, atheist philosopher A.J. Ayer told his doctor, “I saw a Divine Being. I’m afraid I’m going
to have to revise all my various books and opinions.” Many NDErs also undergo seemingly
miraculous positive transformations as a result of the experience. According to his wife, A.J. Ayer
“became so much nicer since he died.”Whatever their source (biological, psychological, or
metaphysical), there’s no question that NDEs are part of human experience. And while they
share similar themes wherever they occur, as with any other experience, NDEs are filtered
through our layers of culture, language, and individuality. One person reports meeting Jesus in
the form of a centaur riding a chariot, another encounters a Hopi sky-god, and another an
identity-less being that radiates light, love, and acceptance. Descriptions of afterlife realms and
other details of the experience also vary widely, according to culture and individual.
Nevertheless, the experience is virtually always understood as “this is what happens when we
die.”Historically speaking, NDEs have played a major role in our beliefs about souls, bodies, and
death. Typical NDE features such as beings of light and the evaluation of one’s earthly deed and
are also worth thinking about in terms of beliefs in gods and spirits, and the origins of our ethical
systems. Indeed, NDEs and other extraordinary experiences may have laid the very foundations
of religions per se.Of course, it would also be monumental if NDEs were to conclusively prove
survival after death – and many researchers believe they already have. Ongoing hospital
experiments are seeking replicable evidence under controlled circumstances, with researchers



placing objects up near the ceiling in hopes that a patient will see them while outside the body.
It’s no exaggeration to say that the success of such an experiment – proving both mind-body
dualism and the survival of consciousness after physical death – would be perhaps the most
significant intellectual and spiritual development in all of human history. But until then, we should
recognize the other important thing about NDEs: they can help us understand how our very
beliefs, and thus our very cultures, are formed, how they can change, and how we can change
and become better human beings.NDEs aren’t the only kind of extraordinary experience that
involve visions of other worlds. People who claim to remember past lives sometimes describe
what are called “intermission memories” of the state between reincarnations. These descriptions
can include the dying process, and they often correspond to NDE accounts. Similarly, alleged
communications with spirits in the other world by mediums sometimes include descriptions of
other realms, again with parallels to NDEs.Shamanism is the closest parallel to NDEs –
specifically the type in which shamans deliberately undertake a “soul-journey” to afterlife realms
in order to gain knowledge or to rescue the soul of a person in danger of dying. These
experiences are brought about by varieties of drugs, prolonged dancing and chanting,
deprivations, and self-harm (such as being clubbed to “death”) to such an extent that in some
cases the shaman actually has an NDE. In any case, such experiences were often intended to
rescue the soul of someone who was in danger of death, thus bringing about their NDEs.All
these experiences – reincarnation memories, mediumship, shamanism, and NDEs – are
inextricable from the cultures of the individuals who have them. Understanding these
relationships and taking them into account is essential to any theory of NDEs and the afterlife,
though such understanding has been sadly lacking in books and articles on the subject.
Materialist scientists and “true believers” alike are determined to believe that NDEs are “the
same” across cultures. Overstating the case for similarities and universalism is essential to
claims that NDEs are “all in the brain,” as well as to claims that they are a true glimpse into a
single human afterlife.On the other hand, many psychologists, philosophers, anthropologists,
and sociologists have a vested interest in NDEs being irredeemably different. Believing that
people and their experiences are so essentially unalike, that cultures and beliefs are even non-
comparable, is essential to the argument that NDEs are hallucinations – or even that there’s no
such phenomenon at all. Some of these scholars would have us believe that NDE narratives are
entirely culturally created – nothing more than invented stories. Many of these prominent thinkers
are sadly lacking in their knowledge of the history of NDEs and their occurrence across cultures,
however. Some even outright deny the worldwide existence of these experiences, choosing
instead to blindly see the phenomenon as a purely Western modern invention.As a comparative
historian of religions and related experiences, I’ve stayed mostly on the sidelines of the debate
about whether or not these extraordinary experiences are evidence for an afterlife (incurring
suspicion and occasionally wrath from both camps). My main interest is in understanding why
afterlife beliefs and experiences are similar across cultures, and why they’re different. The true
nature of NDEs is irrelevant to the idea that they can inspire, influence, and even give rise to



afterlife beliefs.But as I’ve discovered in nearly every talk, interview, or casual discussion I’ve
had about my work, when it comes to NDEs the question “But are they real?” eclipses all others.
So profound is our desire to know what happens when we die that despite nearly 50 years of
formal near-death studies, the cultural and religious aspects of NDEs have gone largely
unexplored, trampled beneath the rush to debate their value or otherwise as evidence of an
afterlife. There are, however, many interesting and important things about NDEs aside from
whether or not they are evidence for an afterlife. They offer wide scope for further research from
historical, sociological, philosophical, and interdisciplinary approaches as well as experimental
ones.Many excellent books and articles investigate the evidence of NDEs, mediumship, and
reincarnation, outlining the pros and cons of their support for the survival hypothesis. While the
present book will not cover such ground in depth, it will examine how the cultural dimension
impacts the debate, both on empirical and metaphysical levels. It explores the relationships
between afterlife beliefs and NDEs in history and across-cultures, and in light of shamanic
experiences, reincarnation memories, and mediumship. It contains both an overview and the
conclusions of over two decades of research into cross-cultural afterlife beliefs, NDEs, and other
extraordinary experiences. I’ve reached these conclusions by combining ideas and methods
from a variety of disciplines, with a background in Eastern Mediterranean Archaeology,
Egyptology, and the historical Study of Religions which itself is an interdisciplinary field, drawing
largely on anthropology and sociology. Unlike any of these disciplines, however, I also cross over
into metaphysics, philosophy, and parapsychology.Only by taking such an interdisciplinary
approach can we unravel the entanglement of experiences and beliefs, while also shining a light
on what they actually mean for the survival hypothesis – that NDEs and other extraordinary
experiences might be a glimpse into another world and a taste of the true spiritual reality.1NEAR-
DEATH EXPERIENCES: PEELING THE UNIVERSAL, CULTURAL, AND INDIVIDUAL
LAYERSIn mid-3rd century BCE China, a man “sickened and breathed his last.” After several
days, however, he revived “and said he had witnessed all sorts of things relating to kwei
[demons] and shen [deities] in the heavens and on earth, with the sensation of being in a
dreaming state, and by no means dead” (de Groot 1892: IV, 127). This is just one of over a
hundred similar narratives from ancient and medieval China.Over 700 years later and over 5000
miles distant in Greece, Plutarch recounted the experience of Thespesius of Soli who, in c. 81
CE, apparently died then returned to life three days later. Thespesius claimed that his soul had
left his body and traveled to a place where stars radiated light “on which his soul was smoothly
and swiftly gliding in every direction.” He “could see all around himself as if his soul would have
been a single eye.” He met spirits of deceased relatives, one of whom took him on a tour of
otherworldly places of reward and punishment. Previously wicked, avaricious, and given to “lewd
and illegal acts,” Thespesius returned transformed into an honest, devout man and “altered the
whole course of his life” (Plutarch in Platthy 1992: 74). At least a dozen such narratives survive
from Classical antiquity.Some 2,000 miles away and 500 years later, a Spanish monk named
Peter apparently died and was “restored to life again.” He described seeing men who knew



suffering various torments in hell, then being rescued from the same fate by an angel. The angel
sent him back to his body, instructing him lead a better life, which he did after “waking out of the
sleep of everlasting death.” This is one of five such accounts found in the Dialogues of Pope
Gregory I (c. 593/4) (Gardiner 1989: 47-50), followed by dozens of others from throughout
medieval Europe.Over 900 years later and more than 5000 miles away, Spanish missionary and
early ethnographer Bernardino de Sahagún (1547-69: IX:3, II:498, 181, n.20) recounted the
experience of Quetzalpetlatl, daughter-in-law of the 15th-century Mexica ruler Moquihuix.
Quetzalpetlatl reported having died, then being led by a youth to the joyous land of the dead.
There she encountered deceased relatives and the deity Tlaloc, and underwent a positive
transformation when he gave her the ability to heal the sick upon her return to Earth.Over 2000
miles across the North American continent and almost 150 years later, English astronomer and
explorer Thomas Hariot (1588: 37-38) was told of two such accounts by the Algonquin people.
The first, which was said to have occurred a few years prior to Hariot’s arrival, involved a “wicked
man” who had been “dead and buried,” then revived. He described how his soul had journeyed
to a hellish realm, but was saved by a deity who made him return to his body in order to teach his
people how to avoid such negative fates. In the second, contemporary with Hariot’s visit, a man
left his body during his own funeral. His soul walked along a path lined with houses and
abundant fruit trees. He met his deceased father, who sent him back to his body to tell his
people about the happiness of the other realm. These are the earliest known of roughly 70 such
Native American accounts up through the mid-20th century (Shushan 2018).Back across the
continent and midway in the Pacific, over 250 years later George Charter was a missionary
working on the Polynesian island of Raiatea. In his journal of 1838-56, he recounted the
experience of a woman named Terematai who had lain unconscious for a number of days. When
she revived, she described a trip to a heavenly realm where she saw people she had known in
life. She wanted to stay in the other world, “but God sent me back to exhort my family that they
may be saved.” She returned “in a very happy state of mind and appeared wholly absorbed in
spiritual subjects” (Gunson 1962: 218). This is one of nearly 40 such accounts from across the
Pacific.Around a hundred years later, over 9,000 miles away across two oceans and a continent,
in southern Africa the missionary W. C. Willoughby (1928: 99) recounted the experience of a
BagammaNgwato boy. The boy died, and “went away” to a place where he saw his deceased
brother as well as his father and uncle. The uncle told him he must return to Earth because he
should not leave his mother. The boy concluded, “they sent me back with great peace.” He
revived with “new life,” fully recovered from his illness (Willoughby 1928: 99). Around a dozen
such accounts are found from across Africa.Spanning almost two-and-a-half millennia and
originating in seven different parts of the world with seven very different religious traditions,
these are all examples of a phenomenon that would later be termed “near-death
experience” (NDE). Sometimes reported by individuals who are resuscitated from a period of
temporary clinical death or near-death, NDEs were scarcely known in contemporary Western
cultures prior to 1975 when named and popularized by the American psychologist Raymond



Moody. Since then, however, examples have been identified from throughout history and around
the world.Although no two NDEs are exactly alike, and none contain all the defining elements,
they are made up of a number of typical sub-experiences. These include out-of-body experience
(OBE) in which consciousness seems to temporarily leave the body, rising upwards and seeing
one’s own “corpse” below, existence in quasi-physical form, entering darkness or a tunnel,
emerging into bright light, meeting deceased friends or relatives, encountering a being of light or
other spirit or deity, telepathic communication with other spirits, seeing or entering other worlds
(usually idealized mirror-images of earth) which are often seen as one’s true “home,” a sense of
moral evaluation or self-judgment, panoramic life review, exceptionally vivid senses and clarity,
distortions of time, universal understanding or transcendence, peace and pleasant feelings, love
and acceptance, having visions of the future or obtaining precognitive or other information or
instructions, loud noises, music, vivid colors, reaching a border or limit, being instructed or
choosing to return to the body, and lasting positive transformations following the return (Greyson
1983; Fox 2002: 100f).Those who have such experiences almost invariably interpret them in
spiritual or religious terms, and the phenomenon has been the subject of a great deal of
speculation concerning the possibility of survival beyond physical death, mind-body dualism,
religious beliefs in an afterlife, and our understanding of the nature of human
consciousness.Because one of the key issues in NDE studies is determining the degree to
which it is a universal human occurrence, clearly defining the experience is important but has
proven elusive. Since death and dying are obviously universal, the nature and meaning of NDEs
should be universal as well. If the NDE is not the same for everyone, this requires explanation
regardless of whether we believe the experience is simply the special effects of a compromised
brain, or that it is an actual indication of what happens to human beings when we die.While even
the most skeptical researchers generally accept that NDEs occur (though see Appendix I), there
is still no general consensus on which elements actually define the experience. Moody identified
fifteen “stages” which have been used as the basis for nearly all subsequent NDE research
(including the development of the widely used “Greyson scale”) ( Greyson 1999). In fact, Moody
was describing a composite experience, for no NDE he recorded included all the elements, and
only a few had as many as twelve.Rather than a single experience, the NDE is best regarded as
a collection of typical sub-experiences: a variable combination of a number of possible elements
from an established repertoire, the details of which differ on a case-by-case basis for reasons
which remain at least partly obscure. There is some evidence that the manner in which a person
almost dies impacts the experience. Those who attempt suicide tend not to have a life review, for
example (Ring 1980: 194) – though neither do people in indigenous societies. The duration of an
NDE may also help account for differences (Stevenson & Greyson 1996). The life review may
come at a later stage in the dying process. This is supported by the findings of some
researchers (Sartori 2008), though it conflicts with those of others (Grey 1985; van Lommel et.
al. 2001). There is also a human tendency to elaborate events into sequential narratives, so it is
difficult to determine whether or not the order of the various NDE elements is consistent (Grey



1985).The same year Moody’s book was published, the German Lutheran minister Johann
Christophe Hampe published a book called To Die is Gain, independently identifying the NDE
and its main elements. Unlike the examples Moody cites, however, Hampe’s NDErs returned to
the body the same way they left it (through a tunnel). Hampe also reported only a few
encounters with deceased relatives, and none of a loud noise ( Fox 2003: 55ff). Even earlier, two
popular books also independently confirmed NDEs for 20th century Western readers: Brad
Steiger’s The Mind Travellers (1969) and Jean-Baptiste Delacour’s Glimpses of Eternity (1973).
The latter uniquely described accounts in which NDErs claimed the ability to control or influence
the afterlife environment, similar to a lucid dream. These idiosyncrasies found in Hampe and
Delacour suggest that some elements are experienced only in particular cultures (in this case,
German and French), an idea supported by later studies of historical and non-Western NDEs as
we will see.Some NDEs are distressing, though they otherwise often correspond thematically to
the more typical positive examples, in an apparently inverted way. Thus, the individual feels fear
and panic during the out-of-body-experience, is filled with despair, enters darkness and a void,
encounters an evil presence, and sees hellish places. It is unclear if there are, in fact,
fundamentally different negative and positive NDEs, or if it is simply a matter of individual
perception and interpretation of the same kind of experience (Greyson & Bush 1992; Serdahely
1995). The theologian Paul Badham (1997) – one of the first to look at the relationships between
NDEs and religious beliefs – notes that in contrast to positive NDEs, however, negative
examples are more dreamlike, they do not normally hold the same significance for the NDEr,
and are not remembered with the same vivid clarity over time.Like any experience, NDEs are
also subject to the vagaries of memory and how people relate them. An OBE, for example, is not
always explicitly reported, though obviously it is a journey of the soul, not the body, which is
being claimed. It may thus be presumed that any individual who has had an NDE believes that
he or she did, in fact, leave the body. Darkness is another element which might easily go
unmentioned if the more interesting and memorable element is the contrasting radiant light.It is
also true that like any other narrative, NDE accounts are literary (Zaleski 1987; Couliano 1991).
Like any literature, they are at least partly products of intertextuality, meaning that they are
situated within a narrative genre and thus follow certain literary conventions. Ultimately, the
extent to which interpretation and narrative – by both NDErs and researchers – affect
conclusions regarding our ability to define NDEs is unclear and surely varies from case to
case.Neither sex, religion, degree of religiosity, or other demographic factors have a significant
bearing on the occurrence of NDEs (Ring 1980) . Nor is there a correlation between the
occurrence of NDEs and resuscitation technique, types of drugs administered during surgery,
fear of death, foreknowledge of NDEs, or education (van Lommel et. al. 2001). The NDE is by no
means a rare phenomenon. Thousands of books and articles have been written on the subject,
and tens of thousands of reports have been collected from around the world. Nevertheless, it is
estimated that they occur in roughly “10% of people who come close to death, or who survive
actual clinical death” (Fenwick 2005: 2). Among cardiac arrest survivors, the percentage is



somewhat higher, 12–18% (van Lommel et. al. 2001).While these estimates are significant, so is
the fact that they leave up to 90% who do not report having had NDEs. It is not clear whether the
experience simply does not happen to everyone who nears death or who is clinically dead for a
time, or whether some do not remember the experience or do not report it for other reasons,
such as fear of being ridiculed or doubted. Conversely, NDEs (or at least very similar
experiences) can occur in individuals who are not actually near death at all but believe
themselves to be, such as when falling from a height or nearly drowning, though without being in
any real imminent mortal peril (Stevenson et. al. 1990).NDEs are complex, multi-faceted
phenomena which can be approached from various different disciplines and perspectives, using
diverse theories and methodologies. It is not simply a question of “are they real or not,” but of the
various ways in which they can be understood. As Carol Zaleski (1987: 181) pointed out in her
book comparing modern NDEs with medieval otherworld journey accounts, “a comprehensive
theory of near-death experience” would require a synthesis of “all of the medical, psychological,
philosophical, historical, social, literary, and logical factors.”Theories integrating a number of
such factors while still taking seriously the testimonies of NDErs have been put forth by
McClenon (1994), Kellehear (1996), Badham (1997), Paulson (1999), and Shushan (2009;
2018), among others. In attempting to account for both similarities and differences between
accounts, such theories present models which accept the idea of a structurally universal NDE,
combined with a number of other considerations such as local cultural contexts and religious
beliefs; cognitive, psychological, and neurophysiological findings; and in some cases (Badham,
Shushan) philosophical and metaphysical speculations. This is the approach taken in the
present book.NDEs, History, and CultureAccounts of NDEs can be found in purportedly
documentary texts from ancient Greece and Rome (Platthy 1992), the ancient Near East,
Medieval to modern Europe (Zaleski 1987), Ancient to modern China, India, and Japan
(McClenon 1994; Campany 1995), Pre-Columbian Mesoamerica and modern Mexico (Shushan
2009), eighteenth- and nineteenth-century United States, twelfth-century to modern Tibet,
modern Thailand and the Philippines (Belanti et al. 2008; Shushan 2009), and in the indigenous
societies of the Pacific, Asia, the Americas, and Africa (Shushan 2016; Shushan 2018). There
are also comparable narratives in mythological, visionary, and other religious texts ranging from
the Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh, to the Indian Atharva Veda (Shushan 2009), the New
Testament (Paul’s vision in 2 Corinthians, 12:1–4), and the Tibetan Bardo Thödol (Book of the
Dead) (Badham 1990, 1997) (see also Chapter 2 of the present book).Historical and cross-
cultural NDEs are important in establishing the universality or otherwise of the phenomenon, a
task made particularly complex by the fact that accounts vary not only between cultures, but also
between individuals. Making sense of the similarities and differences is, in fact, the key issue in
studies of NDE narratives from different times and places. Comparative research shows that
while accounts of NDEs share many common elements worldwide, those elements are
embedded in descriptions that are clearly culture- and individual-specific. This shows that NDEs
begin as pre- or non-cultural events, which cause experiences that are both culturally distinct



and cross-culturally thematically consistent.The sociologist Allan Kellehear (1996: 28) stresses
the sociological contexts of NDEs, suggesting that the variations between accounts in different
cultures can be “accounted for by examining the way certain societies emphasize or downplay
certain cultural images and symbols.” Thus, while in the West individuals may describe moving
through a tunnel, elsewhere people describe more generally moving through darkness. In other
words, the key concept is not the tunnel at all, but the themes of transition and moving from a
dark place to a bright one. Kellehear also argued that the lack of life reviews in small-scale
societies was due to a corresponding lack of distinction between the self and that which is
external to the self, and thus between the natural and supernatural. Individuals in such societies
have no sense of personal guilt or individual moral responsibility, for correct behavior is
encouraged by laws and fear of consequences within the social group, not by ideas of divine
justice. One would therefore not “seek a life-review in evaluative terms or be impressed by a
biographical review of their individual deeds” (Kellehear 1996: 38). While largely correct (see
Shushan 2018), the suggestion does overlook the fact that NDEs are not sought, but
spontaneous, and that individual evaluation and a reckoning of one’s earthly life have been
reported in NDEs and religious beliefs of some indigenous societies (Counts 1983; Wade 2003;
Shushan 2016).As Kellehear acknowledges, generalizing about NDEs in such societies is highly
problematic, particularly as very few examples were known at the time his book was written. My
recent research (Shushan 2016, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, and Chapter 5 of the present volume)
explores how NDEs are culturally negotiated in the indigenous religions of North America,
Africa, and the Pacific, prior to significant missionary influence or conversion. In Native North
America, for example, NDEs were commonly valorized, and attempts were made to replicate
them in shamanic visionary practices. In Africa, however, NDEs were often considered to be
aberrational, viewed through the lens of local possession and sorcery beliefs, and were thus
rarely incorporated into accepted afterlife conceptions. Furthermore, despite the cross-cultural
similarities of these narratives to those found in other parts of the world, certain NDE elements
do seem to correspond to social organization or scale. Aside from a lack of life reviews, only in
small-scale societies, for example, do NDEs commonly feature an afterlife realm located in or
accessed via an earthly locale, and which is reached by walking along a path or road.Some
argue that the NDE is not simply a matter of cultural and individual interpretation, but one of
cultural and individual perception. In other words, how the experience is experienced varies by
individual, including the use of local symbols to express ideas, feelings, and events associated
with the phenomenon. As Kellehear (2001: 34) summarized:culture supplies broad values and
attitudes to individuals and these provide individual orientation during an experience. In this way,
cultural influences provide a basis for interpreting NDE content, and furthermore are crucial to
shaping the retelling of the experience to others from one’s own culture.The cross-cultural
evidence indeed suggests that certain elements of the NDE are thematically analogous cross-
culturally, but experienced and interpreted in individual/culture-specific ways.The reason for
returning to the body is one example. In contemporary Western NDEs, the return is generally a



matter of unfinished business: either the NDEr does not feel ready to leave family or friends, or
has some important unfulfilled goal to pursue. In Chinese and Medieval European NDEs,
however, the return is often due to mistaken identity: the otherworld entities got the wrong “Jane
Doe” and she was sent back to her body when the error was discovered. This suggests socially
and culturally constructed interpretations of a thematic universal “return” element. In other
words, the rationale for the NDEr’s return to the body is culture-specific, though being instructed
to return (for whatever reason) and returning is cross-cultural. Thus, while NDEs are culturally
and individually experienced and expressed (or “mediated”), they appear not be entirely
culturally constructed. If they were, accounts from around the world and throughout history
would not share such core elements as leaving the body, seeing the body below, darkness,
other realms, encountering deceased relatives, a divinity or other supernatural being often
radiating light, conduct evaluation or life review, barriers and obstacles, the attainment of divine
or universal knowledge or wisdom, and positive after-effects upon return.In summary, like any
experience, NDEs are rooted in the cultural environment of those who have them. They are
processed live by an enculturated individual, then recounted in socially, religiously, and
linguistically idiosyncratic ways. It is a symbiotic relationship in which culture-specific beliefs and
individual expectations influence universal experiences and vice versa (McClenon 1994;
Kellehear 1996; Belanti et. al. 2008; Shushan 2009, 2018). Local attitudes towards death and the
afterlife affect receptivity to NDE phenomena and determine how the experiences are
undergone and subsequently symbolically expressed. NDEs and OBEs clearly reflect
established local beliefs and also share apparently universal structural similarities. Cross-
cultural differences are attributed to the experiences being mediated, interpreted, and
elaborated upon within individual and cultural contexts.NDEs, Science, and Survival After
DeathFrom the pioneering work of various psychologists and medical researchers (Ring 1980;
Sabom 1982; Grey 1985), the field of near-death studies has evolved to focus on the key areas
of obtaining empirical scientific evidence, cross-cultural comparisons, the relevance to
philosophy and religion, and the implications for healthcare and psychology. However, for many
the issue of whether or not the NDE constitutes evidence for survival after physical death
remains paramount. While pro-survival perspectives are often criticized for conflicting with
known laws of science and for drawing conclusions from unverifiable accounts of personal
experiences, scientific-materialist perspectives are criticized for a priori reductionism, and for
dismissing or ignoring the challenging evidence instead of adequately addressing it.Various
researchers have attempted to explain the NDE in materialist terms, though none appear to have
fully succeeded. Some argue that it results from a deprivation of oxygen in the brain (hypoxia or
anoxia) (Blackmore 1993). Opponents of the theory, however, argue that oxygen deprivation
causes confusional states quite unlike the hyper-lucidity reported by NDErs, and in fact does not
produce effects comparable to the NDE at all (Fenwick & Fenwick 1995). Excessive carbon
dioxide in the brain (hypercarbia) is also enlisted as a materialist explanation of NDEs, and
actually can produce NDE-like effects (Klemenc-Ketis et al. 2010).There is, however, evidence



that carbon dioxide is actually lowered during NDEs (Sabom 1982). The theory that the
experience results from temporal lobe epilepsy is similarly problematic. Proponents of the theory
(such as Blackmore 1993) argue that during life-threatening episodes the temporal lobe is
stimulated in ways that could cause the typical effects of an NDE – for example, triggering
memories resulting in a life review, and releasing endorphins causing feelings of well-being.
However, the neuropsychiatrist Peter Fenwick (2005: 2) counters that “No epileptic seizure has
the clarity and narrative style of an NDE … all epilepsy is confusional.” Furthermore, in terms of
memory and the brain’s ability to construct mental models, “it should be quite impossible to have
an NDE when brain function is really very seriously disordered, or the brain is seriously
damaged” (Fenwick & Fenwick 1995: 205).Still others have argued that NDEs are caused by
anesthetic drugs, such as ketamine. However, it has been shown conclusively that individuals
not under the influence of such drugs still have NDEs (Fenwick 2005), leading to a general loss
of support for this kind of theory. A related idea is that the brain itself produces a ketamine-like
substance, causing the effects of NDEs. However, a leading expert on ketamine, psychiatrist
Karl Jansen (2001), pointed out that a similarity between NDEs and ketamine experiences does
not indicate that NDEs are not genuinely “spiritual.” Rather, the drug may simply enable access
to the same spiritual “reality” as the NDE. Though while ketamine experiences can indeed
resemble NDEs – particularly in causing out-of-body sensations and impressions of visiting
other realms – such drugs are also known to cause feelings of disorientation and fear, the very
antithesis of the clarity, peace, and joy reported by most NDErs. Conversely, other NDE features
(darkness and light) are absent from ketamine experiences (Fox 2003: 145-46.Despite decades
of theorizing, the most comprehensive attempt to explain the NDE in reductionist terms remains
that of psychologist Susan Blackmore (1993), who argues that the NDE is the hallucinatory
result of a combination of neurophysiological and psychological events occurring in the dying
brain. Some of her key claims are that the feelings of joy and peace are the result of natural
opiates being released in the brain as it shuts down; the tunnel, light, and sound are a result of
anoxia; the life review is due to “seizures in the temporal lobe and limbic system where
memories are organized”; and the OBE is the brain’s attempt to “model reality.” All this is
combined with “prior knowledge, fantasy, lucky guesses and the remaining operating senses of
hearing and touch.” The intense reality of the NDE is allegedly caused by the brain’s attempt to
retain the disintegrating construct that is the personality and consciousness.Blackmore
subscribes to the notion that the self is an illusion created by the brain, which attempts to
maintain that illusion even in the dying process. However, though her theory rests heavily on the
brain as a functional instrument, Blackmore does not adequately explain the purpose or function
of this protective mechanism. From an evolutionary perspective, why would a dying brain make a
futile attempt to maintain its delusional construct of the dying person’s sense of self?
Furthermore, in keeping with her commitments both to Western materialism and Zen Buddhism,
she takes for granted that the self is illusory.Blackmore also sees the tunnel experience as
“neural noise” caused by a malfunctioning visual cortex, resulting in impressions of light growing



increasingly larger and the sensation of moving through a dark tunnel towards that light. This is
also problematic. As a supposed neurophysiological occurrence, the “tunnel” should be
universal, though cross-cultural evidence shows that this is not the case. It is not reported in
Indian NDEs or in small-scale societies, and indeed the tunnel per se is actually uncommon
even in Western cases (Stevenson et al. 1994). Individual and cultural variations between NDEs
should not occur if the experience is caused by a neurophysiological process, and this creates a
serious problem for “all-in-the-brain” explanations such as Blackmore’s (Kellehear 1996;
Serdahely 1995). Blackmore has also been criticized for “massaging” her data into an erroneous
claim that the tunnel is in fact experienced in India, in order to bolster her dying brain hypothesis
(Stevenson et al. 1994; Kellehear 1996).Another theory suggests that NDEs can be explained by
“REM intrusion” – the activation of the dream state in the mind of the NDEr resulting in
hallucinatory visions. This notion is easily countered by the fact that REM intrusion experiences
and NDEs differ fundamentally: the hallucinatory, dreamlike REM state is simply inconsistent
with NDE states. Nor can the theory explain “visual” NDEs in the congenitally blind, or in those
who have the experience while under the influence of REM-suppressing drugs (Long and
Holden 2007; Greyson et. al. 2009).Yet another reductionist explanation for NDEs was proposed
by Michael Marsh (2010), a Christian theologian and biomedical researcher. His “reviving brain”
theory states that the NDE is a set of illusions caused by the disordered brain reorganizing itself
upon returning from unconsciousness. His work, however, has been roundly criticized for failing
to consider cases of NDEs in which the brain was not compromised, or which demonstrably did
not occur during recovery; for a lack of serious engagement with competing evidence and recent
research; for trivializing NDEr testimony; and for his arguments being deeply informed by his
own Christian eschatological beliefs in resurrection via divine “re-creation” of the individual (Kelly
2010; Rousseau 2011). Opponents of reductionist theories such as those of Blackmore and
Marsh also argue that they fail to explain the feelings of unconditional love and cosmic unity
reported by so many NDErs, or why the experience would so often lead to positive
transformations in the individual’s values, a greater spiritual awareness, and a desire to help
others (the “fruits” of religious experience in William James’s terms) (Greyson 2006; Noyes et al.
2009).Nor do reductionist theories explain cases of individuals accurately describing events they
claim to have witnessed during OBEs. Fenwick (2005: 4) has shown that NDEs can occur in
cardiac arrest patients while they are unconscious with a flat EEG reading, when there is “no
possibility of the brain creating any images” and “no brain-based memory functioning.” This
means that “it should be impossible to have clearly structured and lucid experiences.”
Arguments in favor of the NDE as evidence for dualism and survival after death thus rest largely
upon claims of veridical observations during such periods of brain inactivity. Perhaps the most
famous such case is that of Pam Reynolds (Sabom 1998), who reported an OBE she had during
brain surgery, while clinically dead, with her body temperature lowered and her head drained of
blood for the operation. She claimed to have witnessed medical procedures from a vantage
point outside her body, and accurately described them upon resuscitation, including details such



as the design of the bone saw which cut into her skull and the pitch of the sound it made.A
recent international experiment led by resuscitation expert Sam Parnia, the AWARE study
(AWAreness during REsuscitation), has apparently confirmed that consciousness can persist
when no brain activity is detectable, actually during the period of clinical death prior to
successful resuscitation. This was widely believed to be medically impossible, and has profound
implications for the notion that consciousness can survive physical death. As mentioned in the
introduction, researchers also attempt to verify OBE observations by positioning certain images
at vantage points visible only from above, that is, by a person who had floated out of their body.
While this has so far proved unsuccessful, one individual accurately described his own
resuscitation which he claimed to have witnessed while out-of-body, including the sound of a
defibrillator machine, allowing researchers to pinpoint the time of the event as having occurred
during the patient’s cardiac arrest (Parnia et. al. 2014). In a study conducted in a Welsh hospital,
intensive care nurse Penny Sartori (2008) found that only those who had OBEs accurately
described the resuscitation process (see also Parnia et al. 2007). Furthermore, OBEs (and
indeed NDEs themselves, as mentioned above) have been widely reported in non-crisis
contexts during dreams, meditation, shamanic trance, spontaneously, and in laboratory settings
via artificial induction (Ehrsson 2007). Actually being near death is clearly not a prerequisite for
such experiences, a fact that makes any “dying brain” hypothesis untenable.The investigation of
NDEs in the blind is another important area of research, for they report visual perceptions during
the experience. Dozens of such cases have been published, including from individuals who have
been blind since birth. This is significant because people who have never had the resources to
“model reality” in the way Blackmore describes should not be able to do so during an NDE.
Rather than simply impressions of light and darkness, their accounts include detailed
observations of hospital rooms during OBEs, deceased relatives, and so on. This is in striking
contrast to dreams of the blind, which are not visual (Ring & Cooper 1997, 1999).Research into
NDEs of children, as young as three or four, is important in determining the degree to which the
experience might be due to expectation, for they would be less likely to have prior knowledge or
understanding of the experience. There are, in fact, some differences between the NDEs of
children and adults. For example, children do not commonly report a life review – perhaps
unsurprisingly, given their relative lack of extensive memories and experiences (Morse 1994).
There is also a higher incidence of encounters with animals, and even cases in which children
report having met living friends, relatives, or teachers (Serdahely 1990), challenging the notion
that the deceased individuals and other beings commonly reported in NDEs are “real.” On the
other hand, some children report encounters with deceased relatives they never knew, and are
able to either accurately describe them or identify them from photographs. Similar cases are
also reported by adults who describe encountering the spirit of an individual whose recent death
was unknown to them (Greyson 2010). If confirmed, such cases support the theory that the NDE
is sound evidence for survival, and that at least some of the deceased individuals encountered
during the experience must be genuine conscious entities existing in some kind of afterlife



accessible to NDErs.Given the accumulated evidence, NDEs present a challenge to current
reductionist models of the relationship between the mind and the brain (Moreira-Almeida 2013;
Holden 2009). As with any area of scientific research, new explanatory models must be
constructed to accommodate new information. In a recent development in the field, some
scientists argue that NDEs are consistent with a “nonlocality” model of consciousness derived
from quantum physics, meaning that consciousness is neither generated nor limited by the
brain, but is a separate phenomenon which can survive the death of the body (van Lommel
2007).The more materialist-minded scientists often dismiss the evidence as anecdotal, or
explain it away by reference either to poor research protocol (such as leading questions during
interviews) or to faulty memory and invention on the part of alleged NDErs. It is significant,
however, that many who were initially confirmed skeptics actually altered their stances as a
result of their own research, including the cardiologist Pim van Lommel, the psychiatrist
Elizabeth Kübler-Ross, as well as Fenwick, Parnia, and Sabom. Ultimately, however, from the
perspective of most scientists there has yet to be watertight, conclusive proof either way and
much about NDEs remains mysterious. No reductionist theory has been able to adequately
explain the phenomenon in all its forms and occurrences; and no empirical, replicable study has
proven beyond doubt that NDEs are evidence of dualism or of life after death.Philosophy,
Religion, and NDEsThe existence of broadly similar narratives describing contextually stable
experiences (that is, they usually occur as a result of being physically near death) from such
different times, places, and cultural-linguistic backgrounds points to pre-cultural origins of NDEs.
In other words, the experience must originate in something other than the culture-specific
images and beliefs provided by any particular society.Scholars such as Zaleski (1987), however,
believe that there is no objective status to the phenomenon at all, writing that because
experience cannot be divorced from culture, we must “renounce the notion that some original
and essential religious experience can be discriminated from subsequent layers of cultural
shaping.” Again, however, cases of NDEs in children, atheists, and anyone whose prior beliefs
conflict with their experience demonstrate that NDEs are not a product of expectation (see also
Athappilly et al. 2006). An acknowledgment of “cultural shaping” as proposed by scholars such
as Kellehear (1996, 2001) and McClenon (1994) does not indicate that there are no aspects of
the NDE which are independent of culture. In other words, the fact that culture influences or
shapes experiences does not mean that experiences do not also influence culture. This problem
will be explored in greater depth in Appendix I.When Zaleski (1987) compared modern Western
NDEs with medieval European “otherworld journey” visionary texts, she found that the latter
focused on punishment and the process of judgment, whereas the former were more concerned
with education and rehabilitation. Zaleski (1987: 190) considered “the otherworld journey story”
to be “through and through a work of the socially conditioned religious imagination.” However,
this conclusion does not explain the parallels Zaleski herself highlighted, for although the
similarities are general and thematic, it is significant that the Medieval accounts share with
modern NDEs numerous familiar elements: OBEs, tunnels and darkness, glimpses of other



worlds, encounters with beings of light and other spirits, evaluation of one’s earthly life, borders
and limits, guides, reluctance to return to the body, and positive spiritual transformation upon
revival.While these similarities may not be surprising considering that Zaleski’s Medieval and
modern examples are both firmly rooted in predominantly Christian worlds, they also occur in
cross-cultural examples. Indeed, Zaleski’s conclusion implies the impossibility of cross-cultural
consistency, unless we accept that different, culture-specific forms of “socially conditioned
religious imagination” somehow lead everywhere to a similar kind of “story.” This is not to ignore
the numerous differences between accounts (also unsurprising given the cultural, geographic,
and temporal distances involved), though difference neither negates nor explains away
similarity.Zaleski also argues that a supposedly neutral term like “being of light” is not only
potentially inaccurate in characterizing what an NDEr may claim is Jesus or the Buddha, but is
itself a culturally constructed term. However, this type of argument side-steps the issue that what
is being described cross-culturally is a being that radiates light. Interestingly, this is explicitly
supported in the Bardo Thödol which states that a “Clear Light” will appear in whatever form is
most beneficial to the individual: as the Buddha to a Buddhist, as Vishnu to a Vaishnava Hindu,
as Jesus to a Christian, or as Muhammad to a Muslim (Badham 1997). The description of dying
in the Bardo Thödol, in fact, so closely corresponds to the NDE that it can effectively be seen as
verification that the book genuinely is what it purports to be – a preparation for what happens at
death. This is regardless of whether the experience has a biological or spiritual origin (Becker
1985; Badham 1990).This raises the issue of the relationship between NDEs and religious
beliefs about the afterlife, which has been explored by scholars such as McClenon (1994),
Badham (1997), and myself. The notion that religious beliefs can be rooted in extraordinary
experiences has a long pedigree beginning with E. B. Tylor and Andrew Lang in the nineteenth
century, though it was fully articulated with David Hufford’s (1982) “experiential source
hypothesis.”In my book Conceptions of the Afterlife in Early Civilizations (2009), I compared
afterlife beliefs in ancient cultures that had little or no contact with each other (Old and Middle
Kingdom Egypt, Sumerian and Old Babylonian Mesopotamia, Vedic India, pre-Buddhist China,
and pre-Columbian Mesoamerica). As well as expected culture-specific idiosyncrasies, I found
cross-cultural elements to these afterlife conceptions which correspond thematically to the NDE.
This will be explored in greater detail in Chapter 3, but it is worth stressing the overall conclusion
that the authors of the ancient texts were familiar with the phenomenon of individuals who
appear to die, return to life, and subsequently relate having undergone something very much like
what we know as a “near-death experience.”This is reinforced by indigenous cases, such as
those in many Native American societies, where NDEs were explicitly said to have formed local
afterlife beliefs and even to have been the bases for particular religious movements (Shushan
2016, 2018b). These findings support the notion that while the NDE is both experienced and
interpreted in culture-specific modes, it nevertheless has universal elements which in turn
influence belief. These findings independently validate the hypotheses of Hufford, Kellehear, and
McClenon: that culture-specific beliefs influence the phenomena, and vice versa.In any case,



the similarities between cross-cultural accounts clearly demonstrate that (1) the NDE is a
common experience type that is regularly interpreted in religious terms across cultures; (2) these
experiences cannot be attributed entirely to cultural expectation; and (3) they can lead to new
beliefs and change preexisting ones.2REVELATIONS IN NEAR-DEATH
EXPERIENCESAccounts of near-death experiences around the world often include claims of
encounters with deities or spirits who impart information to the experiencer. These can be seen
as “divine revelation” in the most literal sense. Other accounts involve the experiencer obtaining
revelatory knowledge by other means, without the assistance of a non-human supernatural
being. While some cases involve deceased relatives, the most prominent and memorable factor
in others might be the person’s perceptions of the body from a vantage point outside it, seeing or
traveling to other realms, radiant light, having a panoramic life review, encountering the soul of a
person not previously known to have died, prophetic visions, or more generalized impressions of
universal understanding or transcendent union. In all these senses, NDEs can be seen as
revelatory experiences, with profound information being conveyed to the individual through
ostensibly metaphysical or “religious” experiences.Because NDErs almost invariably interpret
the experience in spiritual or religious terms, most examples can be seen as revelatory
experiences. This means that multiple aspects of NDEs can conform to the experiential source
hypothesis. This chapter explores how revelatory NDEs influence beliefs for individuals,
communities, and entire religions, and also looks at the implications for the survival hypothesis
of empirical claims about revelations.Near-Death Experiences as Revelations for the
CommunityExamples from ancient China may be the world’s earliest ostensibly documentary
NDEs, and they feature clear divine revelations. The account of a local ruler named Jianzi (Kien-
tsze) from 498 BCE also includes a brief description of the NDE of the ruler Muh of Tsin
(658-620 BCE) some 150 years earlier, and both describe how the Emperor of Heaven gave the
men prophetic information. In a narrative actually attributed to Muh, he told of a joyful visit to the
Emperor of Heaven during days of unconsciousness caused by a serious illness. The reason for
his prolonged absence, he explained, was that the Emperor had prophetic information to give
him involving specific political events that would come to pass in the state of Tsin.Jianzi’s
account of his own visit to the other world was also joyful and included details of the music he
heard and the dances he saw in his spiritual wanderings. He, too, was given prophetic
information by the Emperor of Heaven concerning forthcoming events in Tsin. Jianzi’s NDE,
however, detailed such unusual features as killing two bears, being given two baskets, and the
Emperor of Heaven assigning a particular dog to Jianzi’s son on Earth. Later in life, Jianzi met a
man who recognized him from the NDE. This turned out to be a child Jianzi had seen during his
NDE, standing at the Emperor of Heaven’s side, who was now grown. The man correctly
interpreted the events in Jianzi’s NDE, all of which were verified (De Groot 1892: 113-15). By
validating the information Jianzi had been given in the other world, the ancient Chinese
historians affirmed their belief not only in the divine wisdom of the Emperor of Heaven, but also
in the revelatory power of NDEs.Perhaps the most common type of NDE revelation from ancient



to Medieval times was a tour of the other world. Plato’s Myth of Er (Platthy 1992: 68-73) from c.
380 BCE might be the oldest example of this genre, and perhaps the oldest surviving Western
NDE if we accept it as documentary. What was meant by “myth” in this context is unclear, for in
ancient Greece it simply indicated story or narrative, without specifying whether it was
considered factual or not.Plato describes how Er died on a battlefield, and his body was taken
home by his people to be cremated. On the twelfth day after his death, he woke up on his own
funeral pyre and recounted his NDE, describing how he had left his body and traveled with many
other souls to a place of judgement. The good ascended to heaven, while the bad were
subjected to various types of punishments before eventually being allowed to go to a happier
realm. When Er met the otherworld judges, “he was told that it will be his mission to be the
messenger to humankind” and that he should “observe well all that he could” so that he would
be able to describe it to people when he returned to Earth. As well as the process of judgement,
reward, and punishment, Er was shown how a prophet would help souls to choose lots that
would determine their reincarnation into a new person or animal.This rather lengthy narrative
features many elaborate details, symbols, and concepts specific to Greek mythology and
philosophy, including characters such as the Sirens, the Fates, and the soul of Orpheus who had
reincarnated into a swan. The information Er was able to relate after reviving was thus not only
about afterlife fates, but also complex material concerning the workings of the cosmos. Whether
there was really a soldier named Er who had an NDE is impossible to say, though even if it was
based on an actual experience the narrative is clearly elaborated with literary-mythological
embellishments. Alternatively, it could be simply a myth in our sense of the word, but one that is
grounded in a general knowledge of NDEs.Zoroastrianism, the pre-Islamic religion of ancient
Persia, also incorporates NDEs into some of its core tenets. In a narrative from the late 6th
century, a man named Ardā Wirâz (or Viraf) was chosen by a council to test some Zoroastrian
beliefs by journeying to the realms of the afterlife. As was typical of some shamanic practices in
indigenous societies (Shushan 2018), Wirâz deliberately induced an NDE. He took poison,
apparently died for seven days, then returned to tell of his spiritual experiences. As with the Myth
of Er, it is a lengthy and elaborately detailed account full of Zoroastrian symbolism, indicating
much literary elaboration. After leaving his body, Wirâz was met by the deities Srosh and Adur
who took him on a celestial tour of purgatory, heaven, and hell, where people were being
punished or rewarded according to their actions in life. He met the main Zoroastrian deity and
creator, Ahura Mazda, described as a being of light. Ahura Mazda ultimately instructed Wirâz to
return to Earth in order tell people of what he learned on his spiritual visit in the other worlds, and
to teach the truth of Zoroastrianism as revealed to him during his NDE. The account of his near-
death journey became known as the Book of Ardā Wirâz, which continues to be an important
didactic text in the Zoroastrian tradition (Vahman 1986; Couliano 1991: 107-113).It is interesting
to compare the account of Wirâz’s NDE with that of the Belgian Christian saint Christina Mirabilis
(1150-1224), known as “Christina the Astonishing.” In 1171, Christina died of a seizure but
revived during her own funeral and told of how she had been taken on a tour of the other world



before being sent back with a divine message to convey to humankind. Her biography quotes
her own description of dying and being taken by “angels of God – the ministers of light” to “a
dark and terrible spot which was filled with the souls of men.” She recognized among them
people she had known in life and saw the torments they suffered. She was told that this was only
purgatory, where “repentant sinners atone for the sins they committed while they were alive,”
though she was also shown hell where she again recognized some of the people being
punished.Christina was then taken “to Paradise, to the throne of the Divine Majesty” who gave
her two choices: to remain in heaven, or return to Earth and “suffer the punishments of an
immortal soul in a mortal body” which would cause the tormented souls in purgatory to be freed.
If she chose the latter option, her example would “incite living men to turn to me and to turn
aside from their sins.” After completing her mission of martyrdom on Earth, she would then
return to the Lord “and will have earned a reward of much profit.” Though she desired to stay in
paradise, Christina decided on the second option, and was immediately returned to her body,
saying “I am given back to life for the improvement of men.”Near-Death Experiences as Personal
RevelationsSome accounts are more outwardly personal, concerning a transformation of the
NDErs themselves rather than them being used as messengers to convey revelations to the
community. The apparent literary elaboration of some such texts, however, indicates that they
also had a didactic function and that their lessons would be shared with others as religious
teachings. This is the case with a Chinese example from the mid-5th century CE, which includes
direct revelations against killing animals and eating meat. A man named Yuan Zhizong
apparently died, and when he woke up at his own funeral he told of how he had been bound and
taken away by a crowd of a hundred people. They took him to a group of monks who were
venerating an image of the Buddha, and one of them chastised Zhizong for enjoying hunting.
The monk “stripped off his skin, and sliced him into thin cuts, exactly in the manner in which
animals are prepared for sacrifice,” then put him into water and hooked him like fish, then
chopped him into mincemeat and cooked him. Zhizong begged for his life, and the monk
washed away his sins with water. The monk then instructed Zhizong to refrain from killing even
ants, told him that fish is the only kind of meat he is allowed to eat, and gave him ritual dress
restrictions for vegetarian feast days. When Zhizong asked why he had to undergo such ordeals,
the monk told him, “you, in your stupidity, were ignorant of karmic retribution, so you were
instructed.” After Zhizong revived, he no longer engaged in hunting or fishing (Campany 1990:
119-20).Some NDErs claim that revelations they received during their experience are private,
and even that they were instructed to keep them secret. An ancient Greek named Eurynous
revived after fifteen days in a near-death state, and “relayed that he heard many wonderful
things under the earth about which he was ordered to keep quiet.” Whatever he saw, the
experience led to a transformation in Eurynous, for “his conduct of life was more just after his
revival than before” (Platthy 1992: 85).Both Yuan Zhizong’s and Eurynous’s accounts exemplify
one of the most common features of NDEs: that they can lead directly to some of kind of positive
transformation. Studies have shown that this is not due simply to the trauma of almost dying, but



to the extraordinary aspects of the NDE itself. Revelation, or a sense of revelation, is one of the
key spiritually interpreted elements of NDEs. While sometimes associated with a particular
religion and sometimes with none at all, “changes in beliefs, attitudes, and values after NDEs
uniformly include enhanced self-esteem, concern, and compassion toward others, sense of
meaning in life, interest in spiritual matters, feeling close to God, belief in life after death, and
decreased interest in personal wealth and prestige” (Greyson & Khanna 2014: 45).Claims of
Empirical Validation in NDEsA concern for demonstrating the veracity of the experience is a
frequent element of revelatory NDE accounts. In a Mormon example from 1913, a Canadian
woman named Bertha had an NDE during an illness. When she revived she described leaving
her body and seeing from above the nurse at her bedside. She felt feelings of peace and did not
wish to return to her body. A woman appeared and led her to a room filled with the souls of
people she had known in life; and then to another room where Bertha was shown the souls of
two children. She was asked if she would like them for her own and she replied in the affirmative,
saying she wished to take them back to Earth with her. The woman told Bertha that the reason
for her visit to the otherworld was to meet her future daughters. Bertha returned to her body,
recovered from her illness, and her next two children were the girls she had seen during her
NDE (Lundahl 1993: 175).In a second Mormon example, from 1923, a man lost consciousness
following surgery. During his brief NDE, he was met by his daughter who had died 23 years
earlier. She told him to go back to Earth because his six-year-old son must die first, followed by
his mother, and then finally his wife. The man returned to life, and within a matter of months, both
his son and his mother died. His wife followed six years later (Lundahl 1993: 177-8).Claims of
empirical validation are also prominent in another kind of revelatory NDE, in which the soul of an
individual not previously known to have died is encountered during the experience (the so-called
“Peak-In-Darien” experience). The death of that individual is then verified after the NDEr revives.
In such accounts the revelation is a dual confirmation of an afterlife, validating both the
encounter with the previously deceased person and the reality of the NDE itself. In an example
from 1669, an English teenage girl named Anne Atherton had an NDE while in a coma during a
serious illness. When her testimony of her NDE was met with doubt by her relatives, she
recounted that “while she stood at heaven’s gate, she saw several people enter in, and named
three or four she did know, which died during the time she lay in this trance” (Atherton
1680).Such accounts are also attested across cultures. In a Native American example from the
Deg Hit’an people from 1887, a girl lost consciousness while out hunting with her family. She
stayed in the otherworld for months, then one day while walking along a riverbank there she saw
her father floating on a log in the direction from which she had come. When the girl returned to
Earth and told her people of her experiences, her mother revealed that her father had died in her
absence, pro viding evidential confirmation of the girl’s experience of seeing him in the spirit
world. Though the account is apparently at least partly legend, as a direct result of the girl’s
narrative new feasts and funerary offering traditions were instituted, indicating a change in
religious beliefs (Chapman 1912: 66–7).More recently, in an NDE from the early 1980s, a Kaliai



man of New Britain, Papua New Guinea, apparently died of an illness. After entering darkness,
he emerged in a field of flowers. Walking along a road he met “a woman whose death had
occurred shortly after his and about which he could have had no knowledge” (Counts 1983:
119-20). Other examples of this phenomenon have been collected by Greyson
(2010).Revelatory NDEs and the Experiential Source HypothesisSo profound are NDEs to those
who have them, and so meaningful and spiritually resonant to those who learn about them, that
their impact on religious beliefs can be dramatic.Early Christians placed great value “on dreams
and visions as revelations of divine reality” (Potthoff 2017: 73), and among those visions were
NDEs. In a fascinating account from Roman Carthage, two Christian converts, Vibia Perpetua
and Saturus, had a shared NDE while awaiting execution in a prison in 203 CE. Their “deaths”
were brought on by suffering from prolonged deprivations, including starvation and being
confined in constant darkness. Perpetua had experienced four different otherworld visions prior
to this account, though a temporary death was not recorded in association with them. In
Saturus’s account, however, both the near-death context and the out-of-body travel to the
otherworld are clear. Saturus is quoted as saying, “We had died…and had put off the flesh, and
we began to be carried towards the east by four angels.” They floated on their backs towards “an
intense light” and arrived in a garden of many kinds of flowers and tall trees. They were greeted
by four more angels who cheered their arrival. The angels led them down a road where they
encountered the souls of four men they had known in life: three of whom had been put to death
“in the same persecution” of Christians, and one who, like Perpetua and Sarturus, had died in
prison.The angels then took Perpetua and Saturus to “greet the Lord” at “a place whose walls
seemed to be constructed of light.” To the sound of voices chanting, “Holy, holy, holy!” four more
angels in white robes led them inside where they met an “aged man with white hair and a
“youthful face.” He sat on a throne in the company of a number of other “elders.” The angels lifted
Perpetua and Saturus to kiss the man on the throne so he could touch their faces. The elders
then told them to rise, and to “Go and play.” Perpetua said, “Thanks be to God that I am happier
here now than I was in the flesh.” When they left this place of light, they encountered a bishop
and a presbyter they had known on Earth, along with various other martyrs. Eventually the
angels “seemed as though they wanted to close the gates,” and Saturus “woke up
happy” (Potthoff 2017: 44-5) despite the miserable conditions and doom that he faced.While
much of the imagery in this account likely originated in Biblical and/or Greco-Roman
mythological or religious texts (ibid. 46-48), it is also generally consistent with NDE reports
across cultures, including the thematic elements of OBE, traveling to another realm, bright light,
meeting previously deceased persons and non-human spiritual beings, feelings of joy and
happiness, returning to the body, and positive transformation. As historian Stephen Potthoff(ibid.
49) wrote,Like modern near-death visionaries who die and are reborn, no longer fearing death
and yearning for the paradise they had just experienced, Perpetua and Saturus return to life, if
ever so briefly, ready to confront, in confidence and without fear, their impending executions in
the Carthage amphitheater, secure in the knowledge that death is but a passage into a far more



glorious dimension of existence.
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