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In the last few years, writings about near-death experiences (NDEs) 
have entered an exciting new phase. Authors in this phase are at-
tempting to find explanations or comparisons from modern physics 
that do not depend upon the functioning of a physical brain to under-
stand the phenomena that occur during NDEs. Retired cardiologist 
Pim van Lommel’s book Consciousness Beyond Life: The Science of the 
Near-Death Experience is the latest in this phase, and the author is 
probably the most medically qualified to make this connection.

Van Lommel broke into the mainstream news in 2001 when his 
and his colleagues’ article on NDEs appeared in The Lancet, one of 
the most prestigious medical journals in the world (van Lommel, van 
Wees, Meyers, & Elfferich, 2001). In their article, they discussed only 
their 15-year study of NDEs in several hospitals in the Netherlands, 
which van Lommel also summarized fairly early in Consciousness 
Beyond Life. In the second half of the book, responding to his own 
and others’ contention that the standard model of human brain func-
tioning falls far short of explaining NDEs, van Lommel delved into 
explaining NDEs by concepts of quantum physics. The book is an 
English translation by Laura Vroomen of van Lommel’s book origi-
nally published in Dutch in 2007. Monique Hennequin also wrote one 
chapter describing her NDE in detail, and the book also has 33 pages 
of notes, a 13-page glossary, a 23-page bibliography, and an Index. 
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Authors of several other books in the last few years have inves-
tigated NDEs and drew analogies to modern physics, particularly 
quantum mechanics (QM). However, due to the Lancet article, van 
Lommel has a highly recognizable name and is the only author who 
is an M.D. Two of these other books, both of which I consider well-
written, are Is There Life After Death?: The Extraordinary Science 
of What Happens When We Die (2006) by English writer Anthony 
Peake, with a foreword by Bruce Greyson, and Science and the Near-
Death Experience: How Consciousness Survives Death (2010) by Chris 
Carter, originally from Canada and educated in England. A number 
of other books have related physics to consciousness but with little, if 
any, association to NDEs. In Consciousness Beyond Life, van Lommel 
referenced some of those books. Peake’s and Carter’s books are their 
attempts to explain the cause of NDEs using QM and other informa-
tion, but unlike van Lommel they did not generate any of their own 
original findings.

Carter (2010) had an interesting quote from Plato, though I was 
frustrated that he did not specify its exact source. The quote was: “We 
can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy of 
life is when men are afraid of the light.” It was in Plato’s The Repub-
lic that the well-known story of the Greek soldier Er occurred. Many 
books on NDEs mention this story of Er as historically the first writ-
ten account of an NDE. Er died on a battlefield, spontaneously recov-
ered 10 days later, and recounted his legendary trip to the afterworld 
that is similar to NDEs. It is possible that in Plato’s retelling—in 
The Republic he used the words of Socrates, his teacher—he is para-
phrasing a story he heard. But if the details are correct, I have doubts 
about the authenticity of this account. Although some NDErs seem 
to survive unusual physical circumstances, I would think that after 
10 days without water and with exposure to the elements, survival 
would be impossible. Nonetheless, van Lommel joined other authors 
in citing this story as the first recorded NDE account.

As for van Lommel’s own first encounter with an NDE, in Con-
sciousness Beyond Life, he said it occurred in 1969 when he was just 
beginning his cardiology training and the term NDE was not yet con-
cocted. The experience was a typical one involving a tunnel, colors, a 
light, a beautiful landscape, and music; the patient was not pleased 
at being resuscitated. Van Lommel’s formal study of NDEs began in 
1988. He and his team of researchers—psychologists who were famil-
iar with NDEs—interviewed all consecutive cardiac arrest survivors 
in several Dutch hospitals, a total of 344, of which 62, or 18%, reported 
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NDEs. Van Lommel’s team did include some patients who went into 
cardiac arrest and received CPR outside the hospital. for every sur-
vivor, more than two died. Because they also had follow-up interviews 
two years and eight years after the initial resuscitation, van Lommel 
referred to their study as longitudinal, and it is the lengthiest of all 
NDE studies to date. 

Van Lommel did not describe the team’s interview methodology. 
The descriptions of the NDEs after the two- and eight-year periods 
were very similar to the initial descriptions. Van Lommel and oth-
ers have noted that this similarity is unlikely if the experience is a 
dream, a hallucination, or an invented story and not an actual occur-
rence. However, his results were somewhat compromised in that a 
majority of the patients had died in the eight-year interim. The aver-
age age at which they had their NDEs was 62, but NDEs were more 
frequent in those under age 60. only 2% had a deep NDE, but again, 
most of them died before the two-year post interview. The patients 
in his study experienced all of the typical pleasurable elements that 
Raymond Moody (1975) originally found and that many other stud-
ies since then have confirmed (Zingrone & Alvarado, 2009), includ-
ing multiple aftereffects, with enhanced intuitive feelings especially 
noted. In Consciousness Beyond Life, van Lommel gave examples of 
all of the elements, with some from his own team’s study and oth-
ers’ borrowed from literature on the subject. None of their patients 
reported a distressing NDE.

In van Lommel et al.’s hospital study, the researchers also at-
tempted a veridical perception component by having a visible sign in 
one hospital room that could be observed only from a position outside 
of the physical body. None of the patients who had an NDE in that 
room reported an out-of-body experience; thus none made observa-
tions that could be verified or discredited. It is in van Lommel et al.’s 
study that a patient, who was deeply comatose when administered 
extensive CPR, was able, when he regained consciousness a week 
later, to identify the nurse that removed his dentures during the re-
suscitation and placed them on a crash cart shelf. This incident has 
resulted in several articles in the Journal of Near-Death Studies; the 
most recent are rejoinders in the Summer 2010 issue (Smit & Rivas, 
2010; Woerlee, 2010).

Several of the patients who did not report an NDE after the initial 
interview did report one during the two-year post interview for the 
not-uncommon reason of not having comprehended what happened 
to them in the few days before the initial interview; thus, they were 
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reluctant to discuss their not-yet-organized experiences and thoughts 
with an unknown interviewer. from the basic data of his team’s re-
search, van Lommel deduced that NDErs were somehow recording 
memories during cardiac arrest when all brain function had ceased. 
Van Lommel asserted that the cessation of brain function occurs on 
average within 15 seconds of the cardiac arrest. As he pointed out, 
according to the standard medical model, perception and memory are 
impossible when the brain is not functioning. After reviewing all of 
the psychologically- and physiologically-based explanations others 
had previously provided in an attempt to explain NDEs, but demon-
strating that all of those attempts fell short of a valid explanation, 
van Lommel set out to find an explanation for the recorded memories. 
He also noted that if the reductionist (i.e., brain physiology, such as 
oxygen deficiency) explanation is correct, then almost every person in 
his study should have had an NDE.

Van Lommel reiterated a concept around for over a century that 
the brain simply acts as an interface with consciousness. As others 
have done, he compared the brain/consciousness relationship to a 
television set in that the content is not in the television set but in 
the electromagnetic waves that the television receives. The brain can 
tune into the consciousness of the person whose brain it is, and it can 
also tune into other levels of consciousness. Another way van Lommel 
explained this relationship is that the brain facilitates consciousness 
but does not produce it. Brain activity is the result of consciousness and 
not the cause of it. Van Lommel presented considerable information 
to support this concept. Besides NDEs, other phenomena for which 
nonlocal—that is, not originating locally in the brain—consciousness 
may be responsible include mystical and religious experiences, end-
of-life experiences, perimortem (around the time of permanent death) 
and postmortem experiences, heightened intuitive feelings, prognostic 
dreams, remote viewing, and psychokinesis. Consciousness that pre-
sumably is separate from the brain can continue after death. During 
an NDE, consciousness is no longer connected to the physical brain, 
and thus, it can explore endless experience and information “located” 
nonlocally—outside the brain. 

Van Lommel’s explanation of the concepts of QM and what he 
called nonlocal consciousness is quite complex, although described in 
layman’s language rather than in bewildering mathematical termi-
nology. However, even I, with a background in science, still found this 
material quite labyrinthine. He explained how light and basic mat-
ter such as electrons may sometimes act as particles and sometimes 
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as probability waves, depending upon the experimental design and 
the observer. QM also addresses “time” through a property called en-
tanglement whereby past and future can be observed in the present. 
Van Lommel also discussed several other unusual quantum concepts 
that defy the ordinary world, including superposition, complemen-
tarity, the uncertainty principle, the measuring problem, and that 
empty space or a vacuum may contain a lot of energy. Intermingled 
with the QM explanation were also the role of DNA (including “junk” 
DNA, which may account for 95% of human DNA—so named because 
scientists currently do not know what its function is) and neural plas-
ticity. Van Lommel even speculated that “DNA does not contain the 
hereditary material itself, but it has a nonlocal capacity for receiv-
ing hereditary and morphogenetic information” (pp. 283–284). This 
process may explain “transplant memory” by which an organ recipi-
ent has some new personality characteristics that match those of the 
deceased organ donor. This QM explanation is not able to address 
why the majority of patients who had a cardiac arrest did not have 
an NDE. Personally, my conjecture is that the nonexperiencers may 
have chosen not to reach out or tune in to nonlocal information.

Van Lommel speculated that the neurotransmitter dimethyl-
tryptamine (DMT) needs more study, as it may be an important fac-
tor in cellular communication. Psychiatrist Rick Strassman wrote an 
entire book, DMT: The Spirit Molecule (2001), about his research in-
volving the administration of various doses of DMT; in some patients 
the effect was similar to an NDE. Although DMT is produced natu-
rally by the brain in minute quantities, when administered in larger 
quantities it is considered a controlled substance (a psychedelic). 

for readers daunted by the prospect of understanding QM, I would 
like to offer my own layman’s description of one aspect of QM—the 
concept of a “probability wave”—to illustrate (hopefully) that, with 
the “right” explanation, lay people can understand QM. In college, 
I had a course on atomic physics, including QM. Most people are fa-
miliar with the planetary view of the atom, with a dense (greater 
than 99.9% of the atomic mass), positively charged nucleus and one or 
more negatively charged electrons in “orbit” around the nucleus. The 
electron as a particle orbiting the nucleus is a simplified portrayal 
of the actual situation; if this portrayal were the case, the simplest 
atom, hydrogen, would have one electron circling in a plane around 
the nucleus, similar to a planet circling around the sun. In actual-
ity, the electron is more like a continuous spherical “cloud” of charge 
around the nucleus. The electron is not in one location at one instant 
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and a second place an instant later. The negative charge is equally 
distributed in all directions at all time; in other words, the electron is 
“located” with equal probability everywhere in the shell of the sphere. 
This is why scientists use the term “probability wave” to describe it. 
for more complex atoms than hydrogen, the clouds are not even cir-
cular but can be at right angles to each other. 

In addition to readers hopefully discovering that they can under-
stand “mysterious” terms like a probability wave, my explanation 
has another purpose. In the aforementioned course, I learned that 
this aspect of QM—atoms with their probability waves—has helped 
to explain the process of bonding of organic chemicals. As van Lom-
mel noted, some scientists question whether QM applies to living sys-
tems. However, the fact that QM has helped to explain and advance 
organic chemistry suggests that it does seem to apply, at least at the 
atomic level of cellular activity if not the more macro level. Neverthe-
less, although I see nothing wrong with using a concept like QM and 
expressions like “nonlocal effect,” I think it is best to consider them 
only as analogous to, rather than as an explanation of, what happens 
with the brain and consciousness during an NDE.

Another comparison has been made of brain functioning to that of 
a hologram. To convert a holographic image to a picture, a laser is re-
quired. Considering that people do not have lasers in their brains, the 
explanation is only an analogy. QM is a description of a microscopic 
world (i.e., nanometer dimensions, about a millionth of a meter). I 
sometimes wonder if “nonlocal” in QM parlance means a few nano-
meters away, and not necessarily outside the physical brain. If that 
is true, then the comparison of consciousness to QM has less mean-
ing. Van Lommel briefly mentioned that comparison as demonstrated 
in the macroscopic world (one cell would be macroscopic). Although 
entanglement has been shown at large distances, that phenomenon 
involved only elementary particles and not anything as complex as 
neurons. Quantum effects are rarely observed in our ordinary dimen-
sions; thus, applying QM principles to the “living” process of NDEs 
may be considered tenuous. 

As an aside, for readers interested in learning more about QM in 
layman’s terms, I suggest The Great Courses offered by The Teaching 
Company (www.teach12.com or thegreatcourses.com) which offers 
hundreds of programs in various formats (audio, CD, or download) on 
a wide range of topics (literature, fine arts, science and mathematics, 
religion, history, and philosophy) taught by top nationally known uni-
versity professors. Each course typically can be purchased at 70–85% 
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off the originally high list price: for example, for the QM course list 
priced at $255, I paid $35. Addressed to a nontechnical audience but 
still complex, the course is titled Quantum Mechanics: The Physics of 
the Microscopic World and consists of 24 half-hour lectures.

Although van Lommel several times mentioned the name Er-
win Schrödinger, an early pioneer of QM, he did not mention that 
Schrödinger’s equation for the wave function employs the Greek let-
ter “psi.” Independently, researchers in the paranormal, once referred 
to as psychic phenomena, would state that people able to tune into 
that realm have “psi” abilities. I find it interesting that for this term, 
originally used by QM theorists and parapsychology researchers com-
pletely independently and differently, works like van Lommel’s have 
created a conceptual connection. 

In the process of discussing phenomena that support the theory of 
nonlocal consciousness, van Lommel addressed two phenomena less 
commonly addressed in literature on near-death and related experi-
ences. one such phenomenon is the matter of a living person being 
guided to a murderer through afterdeath communication with the 
murder victim. Considering the many NDErs who report that they 
have encountered deceased relatives—some whom they had never 
known in life—and other examples of after-death communication 
about which I have read, I have often wondered why people who are 
murdered do not more frequently inform the living about who killed 
them. Although the following case involves a clue to the murderer’s 
identity rather than the identity itself, van Lommel described how 
a woman, in dreams on three consecutive nights, “heard” from her 
murdered father that she should look for a specific name in a certain 
file of his. In that file, the police did, indeed, find the name of a man 
who subsequently supplied them with sufficient information to deter-
mine who had killed the woman’s father (p. 315). This same woman 
also had an empathic experience of her mother’s death—going with 
her into the light—but some time after, rather than at the time of, 
the mother’s death. Her mother also had been murdered in a sepa-
rate incident, but the name of her murderer was not revealed. I find 
it intriguing why living people are guided to murderers’ identities in 
some cases but not others. 

Another phenomenon is people’s premonitions of their own deaths. 
NDE multiple experiencer and researcher P. M. H. Atwater (2007) 
has commented that many people who have no medical reason to an-
ticipate death nevertheless seem to know up to a year in advance that 
they are going to die and may act as if their life is coming to an end. 
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Van Lommel confirmed this concept by citing a case from his own 
personal experience, but in this case the strange action occurred only 
hours before the death. A six-year-old girl asked her mother if death 
meant a person disappears completely or lives on in some manner. 
Two hours later, the girl died in an accident as she crossed the street 
(p. 320). Anecdotes of phenomena like guidance to murderers through 
afterdeath communication and premonitions of one’s death, though 
rare and difficult to research systematically, do seem to support van 
Lommel’s premise of nonlocal consciousness.

Van Lommel et al.’s multi-hospital study is referred to as “prospec-
tive” because they interviewed every person who was resuscitated 
during the 10-year study period. In comparison to “retrospective” 
research methodology in which a large number of people are asked 
some time after a near-death incident if they had an unusual experi-
ence during the incident, prospective methodology yields better data 
on the percentage of people who actually nearly die and have an NDE. 
In retrospective studies, many research participants were never near 
death, and in some cases the interviews may have taken place 50 
years after the incident. Although reflecting the benefits of prospec-
tive methodology, van Lommel et al.’s data may be skewed by the 
older age of the people in the hospitals where they performed their 
study. As mentioned earlier, their research team found more NDEs 
in people under age 60, whereas retrospective researchers such as 
Ken Ring have found a higher incidence of NDEs in much younger 
populations. Many NDErs believe they are sent back to earthly exis-
tence for some purpose or unfinished business. My conjecture is that 
younger people who recover are more likely to report NDEs because 
they have more of a chance to “fulfill a purpose” by returning to life 
than older people would. 

I spoke with van Lommel at the 2010 International Association for 
Near-Death Studies (IANDS) conference in Denver, where he was 
one of the main speakers. He informed me that he now prefers not to 
have public discussions with people referred to as “skeptics,” usually 
scientists or philosophers who believe perception can occur only when 
the brain is functioning. Such skeptics reiterate that his data must be 
incorrect because the standard medical model (or theory) holds that it 
is impossible to form memories when the brain is not physically func-
tioning. As he stated in his book, refusing to acknowledge data is the 
sign of an ideologue or a dogmatist, rather than a scientist. He began 
the book with an interesting quote by frederik van Eeden, a Dutch 
scientist who lived a century ago: “All science is empirical science, 
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all theory is subordinate to perception; a single fact can overturn an 
entire system” (p. v). of course, NDE researchers have to be cautious 
because perception could be interpreted to mean “by the senses,” and 
some information obtained during an NDE is apparently not physi-
cal body sense-based perception. from his father, a neurologist, van 
Lommel learned the medical model. Apparently his inquisitive mind 
enabled him to overcome his reductionist education. In his book, he 
referenced a source that stated that only 7% of prominent and in-
fluential scientists describe themselves as religious or spiritual. Al-
though van Lommel et al.’s article in Lancet received international 
attention, very few of his colleagues congratulated him or expressed 
any interest in the subject matter. one Dutch scientist referred to his 
book as pseudoscience. Van Lommel’s inclusion of this information in 
his book helps readers understand the ongoing challenge to NDE re-
searchers who present data that contradict the materialist paradigm 
that currently dominates Western thinking.

Sometimes I like to have quotes that are either serious or contain 
wry humor that are succinct and that people with an interest in NDEs 
can employ to make a point. Van Lommel’s book has several of these 
from NDErs and others:

Dead turned out to be not dead, but another form of life  • 
(p. xiii).
I can live without my body, but apparently my body cannot live • 
without me (p. 318).
When the power of love becomes stronger than our love for • 
power, our world will change (p. 347).
Another quote is from Albert Einstein, commenting to a family • 
on someone else’s death: “He has departed from this strange 
world a little ahead of me. That means nothing. People like us, 
who believe in physics, know that the distinction between past, 
present, and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion”  
(p. 229).
See also Carter’s (2010) quote of Plato mentioned earlier.• 

In his own words, two of van Lommel’s major conclusions were:

The essence of our endless consciousness predates our birth and our 
body and will survive death independently of our body in a nonlocal 
space where time and distance play no role. There is no beginning, 
there will never be an end to our consciousness. In view of this, we 
should seriously consider the possibility that death, like birth, may be 
a mere passing from one state of consciousness into another. During 



352 jouRNAL of NEAR-DEATH STuDIES

life, the body functions like an interface and facilitates the reception 
of some aspects of our enhanced consciousness; junk DNA and DMT 
may play a role in this process (p. 325).
 It often takes an NDE to get people to think about the possibility of 
experiencing consciousness independently of the body and to realize 
that consciousness has probably always been and always will be, that 
everything and everybody are connected, that all of our thoughts will 
exist forever and have an impact on both ourselves and our surround-
ings and that death as such does not exist (p. 348).

I believe that many NDErs and people who read about or study NDEs 
would agree. 

This book is not light reading, and hopefully some research meth-
odology can be developed to demonstrate that van Lommel is correct 
in his conclusions. A 23-page bibliography certainly indicates a very 
comprehensive analysis. I believe that future writers about NDEs 
will be employing his book and/or van Lommel et al.’s original re-
search as resources for many years to come. As such, I consider his 
book “must reading” for anyone dedicated to comprehensive knowl-
edge in the field of near-death studies.

Van Lommel expressed hope that his book will make a positive 
contribution to the understanding of life, death, and consciousness. 
As he wrote, “When people think that death is the end of everything, 
they choose to invest in the ephemeral, the material, and the outward 
and are less inclined to respect the environment, the future world of 
our children and grandchildren. our mind shapes our perception of 
the world” (p. 347)—and our resulting actions in it.
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