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Meanings and Implications of NDEr Transformations:
Some Preliminary Findings and Implications

Charles P. Flynn
Department of Sociology
Miami University of Ohio

ABSTRACT

Though much need remains for research aimed at validating NDEs, research into
the transformative effects of NDEs and their possible moral, cultural, social, and
political implications is not premature. In this paper the existing literature on
these effects is reviewed and summarized, and the results of a preliminary study
of NDEr value transformations is reported. The available evidence shows, in
decreasing order of saliency: greatly increased concern for others; lessened fear
of death and increased belief in an afterlife; increased religious interest and
feeling, both non-institutionalized and institutionalized; and lessened desires for
material success and approval of others. These preliminary findings are discussed
as providing the basis for exploration of possible implications, including the
congruency of NDEr value transformations with Kohlberg's theory of moral
development; the possibility that the moral blindness associated with political
ideologies is transcended by NDErs; and the possibility that NDErs might be
harbingers of a more humane future.

INTRODUCTION

The near-death experience began to come to large-scale public
attention with the publication in 1975 of Raymond A. Moody, Jr.'s
Life After Life. As both a philosopher and a physician, Moody
pointed out some of the philosophical and theological implications
of his research in a subsequent work, Reflections on Life After Life.
With some exceptions, the attention directed toward both these
books tended to be focused on what I will term validation. Since
belief in life after death tends to contradict so radically the pre-
dominantly positivistic, secular orientation of modern science, and
much of modern culture as a whole, the predominant emphasis of
near-death research has been on the validation of the NDE accounts,
rather than their implications.

This, no doubt, is as it should be, since the exploration of any
implications of NDEs must rest upon a firm foundation of rigorous
research aimed at all possible non-supernaturally based explanations
for the phenomenon.
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Hence, a good deal of the subsequent works have emphasized
methods more scientific than Moody's. Kenneth Ring's Life at Death
(1980) stressed the application of statistical methods to samples of
NDErs, and Michael Sabom's Recollections of Death (1982) brought
the prestige, scientific rigor, and skill of a cardiologist to the exami-
nation of the phenomenon. A program of research formulated at a
1981 conference of the International Association for Near-Death
Studies has also focused on even more rigorous examination of the
NDE itself.

But despite the need for such study, we may have reached a stage
where tentative explorations of its meaning can begin. Indeed, such
explorations need not await the full validation of the experience. The
studies thus far have unequivocally shown that regardless of whether
or not they are actual journeys into the beginnings of life after
physical death, NDEs have strong effects on those who experience
them. Thus, in the words of sociologist W. I. Thomas, "things are real
when they are real in their consequences." This is particularly true
with respect to the NDE:

Such experiences . . . tend to exert a powerful effect on a person's motiva-
tions, values, and conduct . . . However one chooses to interpret near-
death phenomena, they are unquestionably real in their effects (Ring,
1980, p. 138).

As a humanistic sociologist concerned with social and political
orientations and values, I am primarily interested in the value-related
changes experienced by NDErs. The existing literature focuses on
validation and thus contains relatively little research on such trans-
formations. Such evidence that exists, however, does strongly suggest
that NDEs may have substantial social, moral, cultural, and even
political implications. Although extrapolation upon limited evidence
is undoubtedly premature, I nonetheless believe we may begin to
speculate on the possible general character of such implications. This
paper will use the existing evidence to set forth in broad outline
some of the directions in which the exploration of the meaning of
NDEs may eventually lead.

Nature and Types of Social Value Transformations of NDErs

The published evidence, plus some additional research presented
here for the first time, shows that NDErs undergo substantial value
transformations.

Experiencers resume life by living it more fully, loving more openly, and
fearing death less, if at all ... Their life seems more grounded in a sense of
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purpose and is more consciously shaped by the spiritual values of love,
compassion, and acceptance (Ring, 1980, p. 203).

The life-review experienced by some, but by no means all, NDErs
seems to be a foundation for such value transformations. One NDEr
who had a series of deep experiences stresses the profound impact of
the life-review:

The reliving included not only the deeds committed by [me] since birth ...
but also a reliving of every thought ever thought and every word ever
spoken PLUS the effect of every thought, word, and deed upon everyone
and anyone who had ever come within [my] sphere of influence whether I
actually knew them or not . . . I never before realized that we were
responsible and accountable for EVERY SINGLE THING WE DID. That
was overwhelming (Atwater, 1980, p. 22)! (Emphasis in original.)

The life-review involves a substantial transformation that de-
emphasizes values related to conventional definitions of success:
money, accomplishments, etc., and stresses kindness, compassion,
and unconditional love for others. In the words of another NDEr:

The superficial aspects of my life, what I had accomplished, owned, and
known, were consumed [and rendered unimportant]. However, those acts
in which I selflessly expressed love or concern for my fellow men were
glorified and permanently inscribed in the . . . record, with total disregard
for however humble or fleeting those moments had been (Pasarow, 1981,
p. 11).

Likewise, Moody's respondents indicated that witnessing those
events in which they had shown love and kindness brought satisfac-
tion (Moody, 1977, p. 32).

Closely associated with the centrality of love and kindness toward
others is a devaluation of materialistic goals. Ring's respondents
indicated a decreased emphasis on money and material things in
general:

'I value people more. I don't think I value worldly goods that much.'

'I feel so totally different about . . . material things. They're so unimpor-
tant to me [now]' (Ring, 1980, pp. 143-144).

Michael Sabom's recent book, Recollections of Death (1982), also
reports an anti-materialistic value orientation among his subjects. As
one NDEr told him:

'Well, I don't think anybody would mind being prosperous, but I see how
little it really does mean . . . I found out that some of these things are
really laughable as far as importance. So all I need now, in my way of
thinking, is to be able to survive comfortably' (Sabom, 1982, p. 132).
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Russell Noyes also reports that some of his respondents reevaluated
their priorities. One said that his values had become more "human-
oriented," another that since her experience she has "'valued people
much more than material things'" (1980, p. 238).

Another type of transformation common among NDErs is a
greater willingness to accept others. The usual social boundaries and
categories: sex, race, age, status, etc., are removed, and the inherent
equality of all people is recognized and affirmed. Along with this,
many NDErs report lessening of prejudicial attitudes. As one puts it,

How can one friend mean any more than another when everyone is your
friend and there are no strangers? Every child becomes your child. Every
man your husband, father and brother. Every woman your wife, mother
and sister. Boundaries and blood lines, barriers and taboos cease. For the
survivor, there are no more divisions, races, religions, nationalities or
separations of any kind. Love has expanded outward and it doesn't quit
growing (Atwater, 1981, p. 6).

Associated with this breakdown of boundaries is a less judgmental
approach to others. As one of Ring's respondents said,

'It's given me tolerance. It's made me less judgmental' (Ring, 1980, p. 156).

Overriding all of these transformations is a much greater concern
for others. The goal of the NDEr's life shifts from selfish concerns to
a desire to help others. As another of Ring's respondents emphasizes:

'Fulfilling yourself with ... love - by giving. As much as by getting ... in
the way of recognizing that we're all in the same boat and we all have
weaknesses and we all have strengths, and to help is where it's at' (Ring,
1980, p. 145).

In addition to the interview-based material discussed above, more
systematic support for the nature and extent of NDErs' value
transformations has begun to be available. In an analysis of data
obtained through a questionnaire administered by Kenneth Ring, I
found the general types of transformations described in the existing
literature tended to be supported by the survey results. Though the
number of subjects, 21, is small, these preliminary results suggest a
common pattern of value transformations commensurate with the
existing interview-based material.

The survey results show that above all else, including even reduced
fear of death, NDErs report a strong increase in concern for others.
This factor, comprised of questions pertaining to desire to help
others, compassion, patience, tolerance, empathy, and understanding
and acceptance of others, increased strongly or somewhat in the sub-
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Table I
POST-NDE CHANGES

(21 Cases)

N
Strongly
Increase

N N N N
Increase No Somewhat Strongly

Somewhat Change Decrease Decrease
Factor I:
Concern for Others
Desire to Help Others 15 3 3 0 0
Compassion for Others 16 4 1 0 0
Ability to Listen Patiently 15 3 2 1 0
Tolerance for Others 12 5 4 0 0
Insight Into Others 11 6 4 0 0
Understanding Others 10 9 2 0 0
Acceptance of Others 14 4 3 0 0

Factor II:
Death-Related Attitudes
Fear of Death 0 0 0 3 18
Belief in Afterlife 19 1 1 0 0

Factor III:
Subjective Transcendence
Belief that Life has

Inner Meaning 20 0 1 0 0
Feeling of Inner

Presence of God 15 5 1 0 0

Factor IV:
Religiosity
Interest in Religion 3 6 6 2 4
Religious Feelings 11 7 2 1 0
Interest in Sacred Things 14 4 3 0 0
Involvement in Prayer 8 9 2 2 0

Factor V:
Materialism
Desire for Material Things 0 0 6 7 8
Desire for High Standard

of Living 1 2 9 5 4
Desire for Wealth 0 0 10 5 6

Factor VI:
Impression on Others
Desire to Make Good

Impression on Others 2 2 7 4 6
Concern About What

Others Think 1 3 3 6 8
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stantial majority of cases (an average of 18 of 21 cases), with only
one person reporting any decrease in any of the questions comprising
the Concern for Others factor.

Closely related to concern for others is the second most salient
factor, fear of death, with a substantial majority indicating decrease
in such fear together with a strong increase in belief in an afterlife.
Closely related to these are four other factors (see Table I) indicating,
in decreasing order of significance, increases in belief in an inner
meaning of life and an inner experience of God (what I term "subjec-
tive transcendence"); somewhat lesser increase of interest in
religiosity and religious phenomena; decreased desire for material
gain; and decreased need to impress others. In general, these findings
substantiate the interview material obtained by Moody, Ring, Sabom,
and others.

The findings presented here are certainly not extensive or thorough
enough to warrant drawing clearcut implications. Speculation, of
course, can be justified when it serves as a fertile source of scientific
hypotheses that extend boundaries of present knowledge. It is in this
spirit that the remainder of this paper will set forth a number of
tentative, general, but, I hope, useful ideas concerning possible
implications of the value transformations associated with NDEs.
These speculations are interrelated in many respects but for analytic
purposes will be dealt with in terms of moral, social and cultural, and
political implications.

Morality and the NDE

Though science is concerned with fact and knowledge, and
morality focuses on what ought to be, a number of researchers have
begun to use scientific methods in the examination of moral behavior
and attitudes. Perhaps the foremost among these is Lawrence
Kohlberg of Harvard, who has formulated a theory of moral
development.

In the first stage the individual conforms to moral rules out of fear
of negative consequences, most commonly fear of being punished.
In the second stage the individual acts morally in order to obtain
some sort of reward, or in reciprocity for others acting morally
toward him rather than out of commitment to moral principles. In

the third stage the individual seeks the approval of others and
thereby acts morally in what David Reisman would term "other-
directedness." In the fourth stage the individual develops a belief in
values, norms, rules, and regulations associated with the status quo, a
kind of law-and-order orientation. In the fifth stage these principles
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extend beyond arbitrarily imposed laws to a morality arrived at
through democratic processes and based on moral consensus. At the
sixth stage, which in Kohlberg's view is arrived at only by relatively
small numbers of exceptional people, moral belief and action are based
on a commitment to humanity as a whole and stem from develop-
ment of conceptions of justice and other abstract principles, such as
Kant's categorical imperative and Schweitzer's reverence or life.

In a recent book Kohlberg (1981) has posited a seventh stage in
which the universe and existence as a whole become the basis of a

cosmic morality. In his words,

[In the seventh stage] our consciousness of justice or moral law is parallel
to, or in harmony with, our consciousness of the ultimate power or laws
governing the larger extrahuman or cosmic order (Kohlberg, 1981, p. 221).

As a first step in the analysis of the moral consciousness experi-
enced by NDErs, it would be interesting to analyze in depth the
kinds of value transformations characteristic of NDErs using
Kohlberg's theory and methods as a basic framework. Though the
evidence, as we have seen, is now quite fragmentary, it seems safe to
postulate that the NDE does provide the basis for significant develop-
ment of moral consciousness. As one NDEr, Joseph Geraci, stated in a
recent interview (1981), however, we should not assume that NDErs
have transcended common human weaknesses and failings because
they may have been exposed to and been strongly influenced by a
"higher" conception of morality. At any rate, the research I am
initiating into the effects of NDEs will use Kohlberg's model as one of
several ways of scientifically investigating NDEr value transformations.

Ideological and Political Implications

In addition to Kohlberg's focus on individual moral development,
NDEs may also have larger implications. One of the most striking but
seldom perceived aspects of opposing moral and political systems is
that they sometimes share a core moral assumption. Current
ideologies of capitalism and communism, for example, each exhibit
the characteristic sociologist Karl Mannheim in his classic work,
Ideology and Utopia (1936), referred to as "talking past one
another." Despite the fact that the proponents of each ideology see
themselves as in virtually total opposition, each accuses the other of
certain kinds of negative consequences that, at root, are very similar.

Typically, the Marxist refers to the capitalists' tendency to exploit
workers by extracting the value of their surplus labor (over and
above what it costs to produce something) and thus obtain profits
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and wealth at the expense of the workers. Under this system, accord-
ing to Marxist thought, the worker is alienated from his true selfhood
because the products of his labor become not something that fulfill
him but stand apart from him because their only purpose is to turn
into profit for the owners of the means of production. Hence, at the
core of the Marxist thought that formed the basis of communist
ideology, the capitalist is condemned for using his workers as mere
instruments for the fulfillment of his goal of material wealth.
Capitalists, on the other hand, base their condemnation of commu-
nist systems on the negative consequences that come about as a
result of the revolutionary transformation into a communist society.
"Free World" apologists maintain that the "masses" become the
mere tools of a political elite who control their lives as completely as
possible and execute or imprison dissidents who do not conform or
who otherwise do not fit into the system.

In both the Communist and capitalist world-views, there are,
despite outward differences, shared moral values. Both, in essence,
base their case on a shared condemnation of what I will term
instrumental morality: the use of some human beings by others in
order to gain material and other benefits.

In the implicit criterion of morality apparent in the accounts of
NDErs, the life-review involves witnessing the consequences of one's
actions in the lives of others. Though he doesn't elaborate on the

point, Moody implies that those who are in power may inflict both
positive and negative consequences on the lives of many they don't
even know.

In his discussion of the possible "punishment" that might be
suffered by those who have power and abuse it, Moody suggests that
such groups as Nazis who have engineered countless negative conse-
quences in the lives of others will be forced to witness these conse-
quences, a fate in Moody's words of a terrible, unbearable sort.

Likewise, those who have brought about positive consequences in
the lives of others by helping them (often in supposedly small, "in-
consequential" acts of kindness) will be "rewarded" by witnessing
the positive consequences their actions have had in the lives of others.

Thus, one possible implication of NDE value transformations is
that they may allow us to synthesize existing but largely unrecog-
nized assumptions concerning morality of even such opposing
ideologies as capitalism and Marxism. NDE research suggests that
regardless of our religious beliefs, political orientations, etc., we
judge ourselves and others, fundamentally, in terms of how positively
or negatively we affect others. In sum, the NDE appears to strip
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away artificial definitions of belief (found in existing belief systems)
and reveal the universal moral and ethical principle of action-effect-
consequence.

Immortality Striving and the NDE

Another factor relevant to possible large-scale implications of
NDEs is decreased fear of death. In particular, the work of the late
Ernest Becker provides a basis for exploring possible ways in which
NDErs' loss of most fear of death may be related to social and
political conflict.

As Becker stressed in The Denial of Death (1973) and Escape
From Evil (1975), people engage in destructive action in order to
overcome the meaninglessness of death. Human beings are plagued
with the knowledge of their inevitable death, and much if not all
forms of culture can be understood as an effort to overcome death.
Moreover, instrumental morality stems from such striving, since
"men use one another to assure their personal victory over death"
(Becker, 1975, p. 108).

This is apparent in many ways. Wealth gives people a sense that
they have power above and beyond their organic capacities that they
can use to extend themselves, through various kinds of memorializa-
tions and legacies, into the future. The elixir of power, likewise, is
distilled from the fruit of the promise of immortality, as are the
glory and fame that accrue to the victorious warrior, athlete, or other
type of "celebrity."

All forms of immortality offered by culture, however, involve
some cost, direct or indirect, for others. The glory of the victorious
warlord rests on the corpses of both the defeated enemy and his own
warriors. The wealth of the affluent means nothing apart from its
contrast with the relative poverty of others. And so on in myriad
contexts.

If, as Becker contends, fear of death and desire for immortality are
at the root of most forms of evil, one implication is that the NDE
may be able to serve as an important foundation for overcoming such
evils without creating more evil. Specifically, since the life-review
suggests that having positive effects on others' lives and avoiding
negative effects is a prime, if not central, value in the post-organic
existence, NDErs, if accepted, might become important transmitters
of this value-orientation for humanity.

Are NDErs Harbingers of a More Humane Future?

It is tempting, in this age of imminent threat of nuclear holocaust
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and countless other evils, to view the NDE as a possible means of
preventing omnicide, the complete destruction of all life on earth.
The value transformations I have described in this paper, and which I
hope will be studied in much greater depth and breadth in the future,1
seem to point the way beyond the ideological impasse which has led
us to our current situation. As an anonymous reviewer of the first
draft of this paper correctly cautioned, however, ". . . why should a
relative handful of near-death survivors succeed where countless
saints . . . and holy men and women with their extensive followings
have repeatedly failed - failed, that is, on a worldwide basis?"

I have long wondered how the pattern of human morality might
be changed and long despaired at the seeming insolubility of the task.
Yet, I share with Joe Geraci (whose views may indeed reflect the
hopes of other NDErs and those concerned with the moral implica-
tions of their experiences) the dream he expressed in a recent issue of
Vital Signs:

I believe love can be just as infectious as hate. It has to turn around. And
to do that, people have to start somewhere. On a small scale, just me
telling you about my experience, and someone reading what you're going
to write. It multiplies quickly. And I'm not the only one who has had this
experience. There are thousands of us all around the world. Multiply my
story by a thousand and you'll see how quickly it can grow! It can be
done. In fact, it has already started (Geraci, 1981, p. 12).

In order to begin to realize this hope, we need to begin to study
the changes in the lives of NDErs in much greater detail than has
previously been researched. Specific knowledge is needed concerning
such questions as:

1. Are the changes merely attitudinal, or do they involve major

transformations in life goals and life directions, evidenced by
occupational, marital, or other kinds of measurable changes?

2. Does the increased concern for others experienced by most
NDErs lead to concrete patterns of altruistic behavior, such as
contributing to and/or volunteering for charitable endeavors?

3. To what extent do NDErs become more concerned with world
issues, such as hunger, nuclear war, and other issues pertaining
to human suffering?

4. Does the NDE lead to any shifts in political attitudes and values?
5. How do others in NDErs' lives - spouses, children, friends,

associates, etc. - view the changes NDErs experience?
These and similar questions need to be addressed if we are to begin

to see to what extent the NDE may be the basis of large-scale social,
cultural, and/or political transformation, since they are aimed at
determining the extent to which actual transformations have
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occurred in the lives not only of NDErs, but in those whose lives
they affect. As a sociologist, I am beginning to undertake research on
these vital areas of concern with the hope that the knowledge and
insight to be obtained may lead to a world in which the caring and
compassion existing studies show to be the major consequence of the
NDE may eventually become the norm rather than the exception
among all people.

NOTES

1. The author would greatly appreciate any life history or other
information concerning NDE-related value transformations.

REFERENCES

Atwater, P. I Died Three Times in 1977. Harrisonburg, Virginia:
Shenandoah Press, 1980.

Atwater, P. Coming back. Vital Signs, 1 (3), 6.
Becker, E. Denial of Death. New York: Free Press, 1973.
Becker, E. Escape From Evil. New York: Free Press, 1975.
Geraci, J., interviewed by Darlene Taylor. Profile of an experiencer:

Joe Geraci. Vital Signs, 1981, 1 (3), 3-12.
Kohlberg, L. Philosophy of Moral Development. New York: Harper

and Row, 1981.
Mannheim, K. Ideology and Utopia. New York: Harcourt, Brace,

1936.
Moody, R. A., Jr. Life After Life. Atlanta: Mockingbird Books, 1975.
Moody, R. A., Jr. Reflections on Life After Life. New York: Bantam

Books, 1977.
Noyes, R. Attitude change following near-death experiences.

Psychiatry, 1980, 43, 234-242.
Pasarow, R. A personal account of an NDE. Vital Signs, 1, (3), 11-14.
Reisman, D., assisted by Glazer, N., and Denney, R. The Lonely

Crowd. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950.
Ring, K. Life At Death. New York: Coward, McCann and Geoghegan,

1980.
Sabom, M. Recollections of Death. New York: Harper and Row,

1982.

13



14 Anabiosis-The Journal for Near-Death Studies

Request for reprints to:
Charles P. Flynn
Department of Sociology and Anthropology
Miami University
Oxford, Ohio 45056



The NDE Enlarged
by Swedenborg's Vision

Leon S. Rhodes

ABSTRACT

Deeper understanding of the near-death experience and out-of-body experience
is possible from considering the twenty-seven-year record of the Swedish scien-
tist, philosopher, and mystic, Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772). At the peak of
his career as an outstanding scientist, Swedenborg underwent a period of out-of-
body experiences (1744-1748) during which he ceased his work in the natural
sciences and commenced publishing the books for which he is known as a reli-
gious revelator. He published these anonymously, making no attempt to attract
followers, and it became known that Swedenborg was in conscious communica-
tion with a spiritual world. Well-documented incidents demonstrated his conver-
sations with those who had died. In many respects the NDEs and OBEs now on
record are in striking agreement with the extensive descriptions in Swedenborg's
works or are better understood in the light of his overall explanations of another
existence. The short biographical outline suggests that Swedenborg's experiences
had a purpose that can also be attributed to the effect on modern experiencers.

INTRODUCTION

In the growing record of near-death experiences and out-of-body
experiences, few accounts compare with the supernal experiences of
Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772) more than two centuries ago. The
striking agreement among those whose inner vision was opened for a
brief glimpse into another existence is confirmed by the visions of a
man often recognized as perhaps the most remarkable genius of
eighteenth-century Europe. Researchers of NDEs can benefit from a

careful consideration of Swedenborg's experiences, and no serious
study of the NDE can avoid the light thrown on the subject by his
testimony.

Swedenborg the Scientist

For those who may have little or no knowledge of Swedenborg, it
would be of value to present a brief outline of his life, particularly as
it pertains to the subject of near-death studies.

Born as the age of reason was dawning in Europe, Swedenborg
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(the family name was then Svedberg) was the third child of nine
children of a prominent Lutheran minister, Jesper Svedberg, later
Bishop of Skara. Born January 29, 1688, he received a good educa-
tion including studies at the University of Upsala and was raised in a
religious environment.

Larsen (1980) identifies a childhood characteristic of Swedenborg's
as a yoga technique that involved the "intentional stopping of
involuntary movement of the mind substances" in order to increase
cosmic consciousness. While still quite young, Swedenborg would
carefully hold his breath while in family prayers: "I wished the times
of respiration to agree with those of the heart, and so observed that
then the understanding almost began to vanish, as it were" (Larsen,
p. 27). Larsen says the young Emanuel, prodigy of the inner quest,
thus quietly practiced yogic pranayama. In later life Swedenborg had
much to say about increased awareness as the breathing became
shallower and the heartbeat and breathing synchronized.

Swedenborg's interest in the sciences as expressions of truth began
to show in his early years and were reflected in published works such
as Daedalus Hyperboreus (1716) and the first Swedish book on
algebra (1718). Nearly all of Swedenborg's writing was in classical
Latin, the language of European learning.

Swedenborg also acquired practical skills including lens grinding,
book binding, watchmaking, cabinet making, and the making of
scientific instruments. He invented a submarine, a new siphon, sluices
or locks to raise ships, a fire-driven machine, an air pump, a universal
musical instrument, a water clock, and a "flying machine" (a model
is displayed in the Smithsonian Air Science Museum in Washington,
D.C.).

Swedenborg progressed through all of the sciences of his day and
was widely recognized for his knowledge and his accomplishments,
though in many instances his theories and discoveries were many
years ahead of his time. Any good biography 1 includes examples of
his understanding fundamental principles and developing concepts
far ahead of the thinking of his day.

He became an honored scientist in his native land and in the
countries of Europe. He was a friend and associate of his king and
the government leaders of Sweden, and a member of the House of
Lords as well as the foremost scientific organizations such as the
Royal Academy of Sciences. He served his government in a surprising
number of different roles and traveled widely, speaking eight
languages and associating with the foremost thinkers of his time.

In brief, by the year 1744 he had reached "the very acme of a
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scientific career that had placed him in the forefront of his genera-
tion and brought him into direct and intimate relations with royalty,
statesmen, the literati, the scientists and the philosophers of Europe"
(Dufty, 1939, p. 13). From his own words and from an evaluation of
his work, it is clear that Swedenborg was ever seeking true knowledge.
His progression followed a pattern from the abstract and mechanical
sciences, mathematics and physics, to chemistry, astronomy, biology,
and anatomy, and then into psychology and philosophy. In vastly
different scientific fields he contributed major studies. A partial list
includes his works on minerals, cosmology, crystalography, the
animal kingdom, the senses, the brain, and the monumental Principia
(1721). But Swedenborg, honored and influential at home and
abroad, was failing in his true goal - the search for the soul.2 His
books began to become more philosophical than scientific and have
an unusual religious quality: The Worship and Love of God (1956)
and then a remarkable study of the Bible, The Word Explained (1951).

In retrospect it can be seen that all of this constituted a remark-
able preparation - a building toward something of far greater im-
portance. Throughout his career Swedenborg had developed those
rare and essential qualities of keen observation: careful notation,
searching analysis, and even the rather mechanical abilities to prepare
a manuscript, make a carefully handwritten copy, and see it through
to publication. He knew how to discipline himself and evaluate his
own theories and had developed the habit of organizing and indexing
his material for cross referencing.

Swedenborg the Mystic

At this point we enter that aspect of the story closely related to
the study of out-of-body experiences. Swedenborg was busily en-
gaged in the publication of the first volume of Animal Kingdom
(1740) as he began to be aware of a new influence in his life. As a
scientist it was his normal pattern to make notes and keep a record,
often asking himself questions or making observation if further
thought were needed. If the profound experience he entered in the
autumn of 1744 arose from an intent to deceive others or to make an
unprecedented claim, he should have begun his scheme with more
skill and deliberation. Though they were of immeasurable conse-
quences, Swedenborg did not make his experiences known to others.
The surprisingly full and detailed record only came to light 114 years
later, by accident, when the Royal Library in Stockholm purchased
an unidentified manuscript that had been among the possessions of a
Professor Scheringsson who died in 1849. It was a small diary-like
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notebook of about 104 handwritten pages.
The first notations carry no portent, yet this was to be what

psychologist Wilson Van Dusen (1977) has called the most complete
and most revealing account of an individual's transformation. The
entries begin July 21, 1743, and the first ten entries refer to his sea
voyage from Stockholm, some places visited, things seen, and people
met, and include the delivery of his manuscript to the printer. Then
the notes abruptly end in mid-sentence. There are then blank pages
and signs of pages having been torn out. From this point on, the
entries consist of notations recording his dreams, often with an
attempt to interpret them or relate them to his life and work.

Now dreams were of course not new to Swedenborg, and we may
suspect that he was aware that these were dreams of a different
nature. He mentions his thoughts: ". . . wondered at myself for
having nothing left to do for my own honor ... " "I was in a waking
trance . . . how my trances were before and after sleep" (Journal,
April 3-4, 1743), and he makes conjecture as to what his dreams
signified. There are frank and abrupt references to sexual dreams and
the beginning of references to what he simply called "the temptation."

He briefly describes beautiful dreams and horrible visions, and
after a few notations begins to date each experience thus: "March
25-26." In other words, it becomes a diary of his experiences
between when he retired and when he awoke. Later he mentions that
those around him were unaware of the extraordinary new life he was
experiencing.

This strange diary was finally published in 1859, in Latin because
the contents were considered so sensitive. It consists of nearly 300
entries scattered over the period until October, and a few final notes
dated May 11-13. Much is revealed in this work given the title
Journal of Dreams (1977), especially Swedenborg's agonizing
struggle with his own evils until he began to experience beautiful and
soothing dreams and direct messages that he was to be admitted into
the world of the spirit in order to reveal things hitherto unknown.

Van Dusen (1977) says of this journal:
Having exhausted all known areas of human knowledge, he chose to ex-
plore within himself in the most direct way possible . . . by visions, trances
and hypnogogic experiences. Appreciate that at this time there were no
psychoanalysts, no psychologists; virtually no real understanding of the
inner processes or dreams except by isolated monks and mystics. It was
terra incognita, an unknown land that he proposed to risk his life and
sanity exploring (p. xvi).

He risked too, he well knew, the respect and position he had earned.
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Van Dusen comments that Swedenborg was undergoing a personality
change from a proud scientist to a humble "servant of the Lord" and
that his writing thereafter showed a dramatic new style. "Where he
endlessly speculated before, there is not a trace of speculation in his
theology. There he describes what he has been given to know, what
he has seen and experienced" (p. xxii).

During this period he continued with his responsibilities to his
publisher and gave no outward evidence of the inner turmoil, yet this
was a turning point. He ceased his scientific studies and writings, and

the profusion of published works stopped, not to be resumed.
Instead he had begun a long and careful change that would bring out
a vast work called the Arcana Coelestia ("Heavenly Secrets") (1977)
beginning nearly six years later, in 1749, and published anonymously.
During this period he also undertook an exhaustive study of the
Bible, learning Hebrew so he could read it in its pure form and
assembling a marvelous collection of indexing and cross references.
In addition, he was keeping a voluminous record of what we can call
out-of-body experiences. It was not intended for publication but as
his own notes from which to draw material for the rest of his life,
and which, when published posthumously, fill five fat volumes
entitled The Spiritual Diary (1971). In these more than 1,200 pages,
we find the account of his explorations of a spiritual world that
includes a transitional place where those who die are received as well

as the eternal abodes heaven and hell.
I will return to this topic after following the period of transition in

Swedenborg's life.
The busy and prolific scientist was undergoing a remarkable

change. Quoting from entires in his Journal of Dreams (1977):

[Dated April 6-7, (1973) with the notations "N.B., N.B." (note well!)]
Went to bed . . . half an hour after I heard a noise under my head . . . a
shuddering so strong from the head downward and over the whole body
with a noise of thunder . .. then fell into a sleep ... then there came over
me a strong shuddering from head to foot with a thunderous noise as if
winds beat together, which shook me ... I was prostrated and at that very
moment was wide awake ...

[He writes further that he had seen his father, who had instructed him.]
I observed it as remarkable that I never called him my father but my
brother.

This very private diary is frequently incomplete, with brief notes
and fragments of ideas, but it is filled with dramatic imagery like the
material of dreams - of animals and horrible creatures, of money, of
being bound, of jewels, of a great wheel and locked doors.
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Swedenborg often makes conjecture about their significance, and the
entries show a progression and growing awareness that he was to be
permitted the unique and awesome ability to be conscious simulta-
neously in the natural and spiritual worlds.

Swedenborg's Spiritual Sight and NDEs

Visions have affected mankind and its thinking at all stages of
history. Stephen Larsen's study, "Swedenborg and the Visionary
Tradition" (1980), relates Swedenborg's visions to the broad

spectrum of states of consciousness, and declares that the emerging
field called "the psychology of consciousness" reveals consistencies
in ancient and far-Eastern mysticisms, contemplative orders, ESP,
and trances:

The visionary capacity is available to all humanity; and the allure to enter
"inner space" as powerful as a human urge to exploration of the outer
world. In respect to this quest, Swedenborg is indeed an exemplary guide,
helping us to establish both the scope of the quest, and its potential values,
as well as dangerous pitfalls (p. 8).

On the first of March, 1748, Swedenborg experienced the process
of dying and awakening in another world. 3 On numerous other occa-
sions he gives descriptions comparable to those of a person returning
from a condition of clinical death. His book, Heaven and Hell (1928),
contains a vast Baedecker of the spiritual world, and his five-volume
Spiritual Diary (1971) records his years of exploration in the life
beyond death. Above all, his extensive testimony gives us a remark-
able understanding of an existence beyond time and space, free of
the cumbersome physical body and gross appearances of this life.

It is important, however, to stress some fundamental differences:
1. In nearly all cases, the NDE or OBE is a single, isolated experi-

ence. Swedenborg's experiences, however, stretched over nearly
thirty years, from 1744 to his death in 1772. For a long period he
claimed he had daily and continuing experiences and an ability to
move back and forth quite easily between the two existences. During
this time his life as seen by friends and associates was quite normal,
and he continued to be a trusted and useful member of the community.
He neither tried to conceal his experiences nor to exploit them.

2. Whereas most NDEs and OBEs are measured in minutes,
Swedenborg's communication with the spirit world was usually a
"work period" set apart from his worldly activities. While at work it
was his custom to withdraw into his room or private summer house
where he was less likely to be disturbed. Sometimes he could be
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conscious of both worlds and their interactions. Usually during such
times he wrote notes to keep a record for future reference or would
later write extensively on a subject related to his explorations.

3. The NDE is closely associated with the cessation of the recog-
nized vital signs. Though there are notable exceptions, most NDEs
involve trauma and even an undetectable heartbeat and respiration.
During Swedenborg's protracted travels he was in excellent health,
yet he noted that during his experiences his breathing became
"tacit," slowed, and greatly reduced.

4. While nearly all who have returned with accounts of an NDE
had no anticipation or expectation of their vision of another life, it is
possible to trace a long preparation in Swedenborg's case. More than
this, Swedenborg's earlier works involve a searching for the inner
essence of human life, a prolonged desire to explore the soul (see
Note 2).

5. Generally, the NDE (and even the OBE) is brought about by an
extraordinary situation of abnormal stress, physical peril, or intense
mental preoccupation; this was not the case with Swedenborg.
Although his earliest experiences were distressing, frightening, and
bewildering, within a few months he became a calm and understand-
ing citizen of both worlds.

6. Of supreme importance is the fact that Swedenborg asserts a
reason and purpose for this "opening of his spiritual sight," a com-
mission to "reveal" ideas to mark a turning point in the history of
mankind. This is not to slight the frequent ability of NDErs to see a
"purpose" in their experiences; their lives and character are often
greatly enriched and given meaning by their momentary ability to see
with different eyes. And as their testimony contributes to the wider
awareness of a higher consciousness, they put their own experiences
to useful purpose.

Of course few such experiences are not challenged, questioned, or
explained away. It is entirely natural for those who have not had an
NDE to try to account for such things as hallucinations, dreams, or
evidence of insanity, and to ignore the unexplainable fact that
experiencers of vastly different backgrounds give such consistent and
harmonious accounts.

In Swedenborg's case, too, there was and continues to be strong
resistance to his assertion that for nearly three decades he associated
with spirits in another existence, including frequent meetings and
conversations with people who had died. Beyond this, Swedenborg's
claim is not merely that his spiritual eyes had been opened but that
he was granted this miracle in order to "reveal" astonishing truths
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that challenge accepted religious beliefs. It is no surprise that he
aroused opposition, and the easiest way to refute his ideas was to
declare that he was a fraud or to question his sanity.

There is little need to defend Swedenborg's claim against those
who accuse him of being a deliberate fraud. Unlike virtually every
known religious prophet, Swedenborg did not seek either honors or
gain for himself. In fact, he avoided any recognition. He published all
but the last few books anonymously and made no attempt to gather
followers or establish a church. He published his many volumes at his
own expense, handsomely printed, quietly presenting copies to
leaders and to the libraries o Europe and centers of learning. These
are scarcely the characteristics of one who seeks to deceive or to gain
adulation. Though he did not actively promote his works, it was not
his purpose to deny them nor to conceal his extraordinary abilities.
Although there is little doubt he could have offered astonishing
proof of his supernatural sight, he declined to exploit his ability.

The validity of what is called Swedenborg's "claim" can only be
tested by the truth of what he wrote. As he declared in one of his
major works, Principia (1721), (before his spiritual experiences),
"If what I say be true, why should I be eager to defend it? Surely
truth can defend itself. If what I have said is false, it would be a
degrading and silly task to defend it" (Vol. 2, p. 366). The evidence
that Swedenborg honestly reported his message rests entirely on the
touchstone of its rationality.

Swedenborg's Views of the Afterlife 4

In revealing a world beyond mortal life, Swedenborg felt he was
also revealing the real nature of man and the human mind. He dis-
closes in countless ways that the life we sense during our time on
earth is a preparation for the real life - an eternal life - for which
we were created. The corporeal body is but an empty husk that will
perish and be laid aside to liberate the real person we have come to
be by what we experience during our lifetime. Far from being some-
thing abstract, ethereal, ectoplasmic, or ghostly, however, according
to Swedenborg it is a real realm of sensations far more acute than our
keenest senses, yet one that is remarkably similar to our everyday life
except that is is without time and space. It is precisely what has been
briefly glimpsed by those who have had an NDE.

He often refers to the light of that life as immeasurably brighter
than the light we know - not brighter in the painful sense that
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blinds, but in that quality of beauty and brilliance and clarity that is
remotely suggested when the sun breaks through after a summer rain.
"I have been elevated into the light, which sparkled like the light
radiating from diamonds; while I was kept in it I seemed to myself to
be withdrawn from corporeal worldly ideas, and to be led into
spiritual ideas" (AC 4413).5 He refers - as do NDErs - to communi-
cations that are not verbal, the exchange of ideas and affections,
totally without any pretense or sham. Indeed, he confronts us with a
slightly disturbing fact that in the other world a spirit cannot convey
an idea that is not entirely in agreement with his inner feelings.
Dissembling and hypocrisy are not possible. He tells us not only that
we do see our past life - our "book of life" - with every detail, but
that this plays the major part in teaching us about ourselves. He
describes how we meet friends and relatives who have gone on before
us, noting that we then are attracted to those who are similar to our-
selves but drift apart even from relatives, parents, and children if we
do not have inner harmony.

Yes, there are striking similarities - and differences. The NDE is
not the life after death - it is but a glimpse of the threshold of that
life. The many reported NDErs did not actually die; their visits were
of short duration. Swedenborg writes carefully that we do not
awaken after death suddenly in the life that is to be our final lot.
And what he tells us about the process of transition is important.

First of all, he explains that there is special care for the person
who is ending his earthly life. Even though this may involve tragic
circumstances or anguish - physical or mental - the newcomer is
brought into a state of calm, painless serenity. Swedenborg uses a
phrase, "reflection withheld," to describe the fact that as man
awakes to his new existence, his analytical mind is "quiescent." He is
not terrified by the fact that he floats out of his body, passes
through objects, and looks down on the living below. He is not
worried about the new environment and usually finds himself in a
situation that seems familiar - so much so that some have to be told
that they have died. He is not startled to see a friend who he knows
has died before him, and surprising qualities of this new life do not
bewilder him because his "reflection is withheld." He does not
attempt to analyze it just as we do not analyze the strange circum-
stances of an irrational dream. Swedenborg gives frequent references
to the mental condition of those newly awakened in the other life.
"Souls after death do not know that they are in the afterlife, unless
by means of reflection granted to them" (SD 1903). "When he ob-
serves that he has more exquisite sensations and especially when he
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begins to speak with other spirits, it dawns upon him that he is in the
other life" (AC 4622).

He also writes that there are spirits (we will use that term even
though "spirits" partially suggests something ghostly or unreal) who
have the "job" of receiving newcomers. Their personality and nature
are such that they are assigned the duty of caring for and protecting
someone passing from one world to the other. They do this very
gently and unobtrusively, making every effort to allow the newcomer
complete freedom. Yet their presence is sometimes made known.
They actually greet the person as he arrives and convey to him, above
all, a feeling of deep love. They allow him to sense the presence of a
new friend, someone of unfathomable love, someone who knows all
and can explain everything. Swedenborg explains in many places in
his writings that man does not actually see God, the ineffable Father,
but that the spirit of God surrounds the welcoming spirits, suggested
by the bright light.

When it will not be disturbing, the newcomer is gradually allowed
to realize that he is in a new world. He is told that he has left his
former life, and it is usually true that this idea is conveyed by some-
one he knew in his life on earth.

The transition now brings us to an important distinction. In some
reported NDEs the experiencer feels that he has been introduced into
what is accepted as the idea of "heaven" or "hell." One of the most
important ideas in Swedenborg's writings is that man is neither
suddenly admitted into heaven (for which he is woefully unprepared)
or hurled into hell as punishment for his sins. He does not gain
heaven through some mystical "grace," Swedenborg writes, nor is he
damned for his shortcomings. It is important to keep these points in
mind in considering what follows.

After years of silence from the prolific scientist, the first book
offered to the public in 1749, in London, was Volume I of what
would be eight volumes (twelve in modern editions) of a Latin work
entitled Arcana Coelestia ("Heavenly Secrets") (1977). There was no
mention of the author, yet the opening section boldly explains, using
the first person:

It may be stated in advance that of the Lord's Divine mercy it has been
granted me now for some years to be constantly and uninterruptedly in
company with spirits and angels, hearing them speak and in turn speaking
with them. In this way it has been given me to hear and see wonderful
things in the other life which have never before come to the knowledge of
any man, nor into his idea. I have been instructed in regard to the different
kinds of spirits; the state of souls after death; hell, or the lamentable state
of the unfaithful; heaven or the blessed state of the faithful; and especially
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in regard to the doctrine of faith which is acknowledged in the universal
heaven; on which subjects, of the Lord's Divine mercy, more will be said in
the following pages (AC 5).

The subject matter of the Arcana is the methodical explanation of
an allegorical message, an "internal sense" of the books of Genesis
and Exodus, the Biblical history of creation, the fall of man, the
flood, and the genealogy to the Patriarchs and to Moses. Interspersed
between the various chapters of the book are small treatises on
theological subjects. The relationship between spirits and men (AC
67-72), "Concerning the resuscitation of man from the dead and his
entrance into eternal life" (AC 168-181, 314-319), "The Nature of
the Life of the Soul or Spirit" (AC 320-323), and so forth.

These sections dealing with the spiritual world are directly con-
cerned with the near-death experience or out-of-body experience, for
in them he writes that man is in reality a spirit within a mortal body.
The soul that comes into being at conception reaches out, clothes
itself with the materials given through the body of the mother, and
then, after birth, continues to develop physically while at the same
time developing mentally and spiritually. This is the real being that is
liberated from its material covering at death and finds its place in the
world of spirits. Those who have lived well find their way to a state
in pure harmony with their nature - and happiness. Those who have
chosen the disorders that gratify their self-love, he writes, will not be
able to tolerate the heavenly sphere and will seek others like them-
selves, which, clearly, is punishment enough.

After the volumes of the Arcana Coelestia had been published,
Swedenborg's next books were presented in single volumes on a
particular subject. In 1758 in London he published the work that
became his best known and that ranks third in all-time religious best
sellers: Heaven and Hell (1928). The work is divided into sixty-three
chapters that include headings such as "V. There are Three Heavens,"
"XV. Light and Heat in Heaven," "XVIII. Time in Heaven," "XX.
The Garments with which Angels Appear Clothed," "XXII. Space in
Heaven," "XXVII. The Speech of Angels and Men," and many others.

Here he discusses the great complexity of heaven as a harmonious
whole. This is conveyed by what Swedenborg calls "The Grand
Man": that just as the human body consists of myriads of parts,
organs, and cells, heaven as a whole is made up of countless distinct
"societies" working harmoniously together, each essential to all
others.

He stresses that this world is not a kingdom of idleness but that
every spirit performs "uses" that reflect his particular loves and
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temperament, and that usefulness to those around us is essential to
our happiness. Life on earth is a preparation for the life to come, he
writes, and there is an interplay between the two worlds that is the
source of our emotions and our ideas.

One of Swedenborg's major works devotes the first twenty pages
to a colorful account of why heaven is a happy state, with six illus-
trations of the errors in the common ideas of heavenly happiness
(Conjugial Love, 1-26).6

This account concerns NDEs and OBEs because it describes an
unceasing relationship between those in the spiritual world and those
still on earth. We are in the company of unseen spirits, Swedenborg
writes, and they can influence us in unknown ways. There are both
good and evil spirits, and if we take pleasure in things that are un-
kind, filthy, obscene, and cruel, these spirits urge us on. We get
caught up in their sphere and can be carried to extremes we would
not believe possible. On the other hand, he writes that good spirits
are unceasing in their efforts to steer us toward what is good and
happy. These spirits, good and bad, operate in ways we do not sus-
pect but are prevented from acting in any way that would take away
our freedom. In the process of our lives, we are able to encourage the
presence of good spirits or to shun or drive away the evil ones (this
conflict is what is involved in "temptations") and are thereby
actually shaping the type of person we are. We especially choose the
associations we will freely choose after death.

Swedenborg describes what happens when the memory of one
individual impinges on the memory of another. The result explains a
phenomenon that others have sought to explain by saying that one
person is a reincarnation of another person.

There is, of course, a great deal more. Further consideration of
these subjects soon becomes the presentation of religious beliefs. Our
interest in Swedenborg here, however, is what we can learn about the
near-death experience. It is because so much that Swedenborg has to
say in Heaven and Hell amplifies and clarifies what experiencers have
reported that we can mention some teachings.

Among them is the fundamental doctrine that the complete
human being is a married pair. This means that marriages are not
merely practical and convenient relationships that establish families
and perpetuate the race by procreation and the care of children.
Swedenborg teaches that marriage is - that is, it can be - eternal. He
even uses a unique term derived from the Latin (and distinct from
the similar word, "conjugal"), conjugial. Conjugial love is that ideal
union in which the distinct qualities of the masculine and the
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feminine are completely complementary, and husband and wife
become "one flesh" in an eternal marriage.

In a similar vein, Swedenborg writes that the imperfections of
earthly life disappear after death, and the aged and infirm become
young again.

One of the aspects of the mind to which Swedenborg refers at
length is the memory. He points out that it is many times more
retentive than people have believed. The classic experiments of
Penfield (and Jasper, 1954; and Perot, 1963) in Montreal have
demonstrated the amazing completeness of recollection.

Swedenborg has much to say about how the evil habits we acquire
during our lifetime must be conquered and overcome in the other
life. The initial stage in the spiritual world, termed "the world of
spirits," is neither heaven nor hell, he writes, and provides a transi-
tion that may be brief or may last until we make the clear choices
between good and evil. In this new existence there is neither space
nor time. Space, in the sense of distance, simply means that we are
close to those who are like ourselves; we are distant from those with
whom we have little or nothing in common. Time has no meaning
since we are in an eternal kingdom, and though we pass through
stages that can be compared to morning, noon, and evening, or
conditions of cold and warmth, these are "states" rather than periods
of time.

The other important difference in that world awaiting us is that
although it will appear very much like our life here (except that
heaven is immeasurably more beautiful, hell more distorted and ugly),
what we see in that world is not material - we see what he calls
"correspondences." If we see a beautiful garden, it corresponds to
the beautiful arrangement of ideas in our mind. If we see animals or
birds, they represent our affections. The trees, houses, views, and
cities represent our own ideas, and the clothes we wear correspond to
qualities in our personality. This subject of "correspondences" is a
vast one in Swedenborg's writings, and most interesting.

He reports and describes these almost as a travelog. There are
hundreds of stories in which he describes being conducted to some
place in the spiritual world, witnessing some event, engaging in con-
versations, and being taught something to be revealed in his writings.
He gave these experiences the name, "Memorable Relations," or,
"Experiences to be Remembered," and compiled a separate index of
these remarkable adventures. They include visiting with people of
ancient times, with spirits from remote areas of the globe, and even
with spirits from planets other than our own!
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Among the fascinating things to be found in Swedenborg's books
are conversations he has had with people who have only recently
died and left this world.

I have told them that their funeral services were then being held and
preparations made for their burial (HH 312).

Again in the same work:

I mentioned that arrangements were now being made for burying their
bodies; I said for burying them! On hearing which they were smitten with
a kind of surprise, saying that they were alive, and that the thing that had
served them in the world was what was being buried. They wondered
greatly that they had not believed in such a life after death while they
lived in the body (HH 452).

Among Swedenborg's associates on earth who knew he was the
author of these books were those who urged him to omit any such
Memorable Relations because they would discredit the logical and
rational doctrines in the works themselves, but Swedenborg declared
simply that he had been commanded to include them.

The Evidence for Swedenborg's Spiritual Sight

No matter how interesting, these writings ask the reader to believe
something impossible to prove. Even if we do not (as some did) sus-
pect that Swedenborg had lost his sanity (and during the twenty-
eight years of his life that he was in communication with spirits, he
was also an active and useful, respected and honorable man), it
requires a kind of faith to accept the truth of his accounts. It may be
for this reason that the biographies of Swedenborg seldom omit the
most astonishing incidents that testify to his communication with
another world. Swedenborgians are reluctant to stress these events,
yet they are of great interest as well as being well documented and
reported by first-hand witnesses. 7

One is reminded of the verifications of out-of-body experiences in
which an experiencer accurately reported things that happened while
he was unconscious, sometimes far from where he was located (see,
e.g., Sabom, 1982). A famous incident in the life of Swedenborg is
his detailed report about a fire that broke out in Stockholm while he
was 300 miles away. His ability to report what was happening was so
convincing that Emanuel Kant personally initiated an investigation of
it and confirmed its validity.

After it had become known that Swedenborg could communicate
with spirits, he had occasion to visit the Queen of Sweden on
November 15, 1761. She engaged him in conversation and asked him
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whether these reports were true. When Swedenborg replied that he
could communicate with the departed, she asked him if he would be
able to visit her departed brother. Three days later Swedenborg was
again at the palace and sought to take the queen aside, but she in-
sisted that he speak out publicly. He then whispered to her a message
from her brother at which the queen turned pale and gasped, saying
that no one on earth could possibly know of the matter. Its secrecy
was intensified by the fact that her country was then at war with her
brother's country, and any such exchange would be treasonable.

Another incident, amply witnessed, involved a wealthy lady whose
husband had died. She had been hounded by a silversmith demanding
payment for an expensive set of silverware. She felt sure that her
husband had paid the debt but could not offer proof. She pleaded
with Swedenborg, who said he would try to speak to her departed
husband. Several days later he returned to inform her that her
husband had placed the receipt for the payment in a secret compart-
ment in the back of a drawer in his desk. The lady and others with
her hurried to the desk and found the receipt precisely where
Swedenborg had said.

Swedenborg put no stress on these incidents although they excited
great interest. It was within his power to give a demonstration of his
ability that would provide incontrovertible proof, but he declined
any such idea. He was well aware that his message would not
convince a disbeliever.

Another low-key and rather charming incident came late in
Swedenborg's life. The great Methodist leader, John Wesley, was
much surprised to receive a letter from Swedenborg one day saying,
"Sir: I have been informed in the world of spirits that you are
desirous of conversing with me." Wesley's surprise arose from the
fact that though it was true, he had never mentioned his great
interest in the Swedish seer. Wesley answered saying that he was
about to take a journey but that on his return in April he would
meet with Swedenborg. To this Swedenborg replied that this would
not be possible since on March 29th he would leave this earthly life,
which was the case at precisely the time he had predicted.

Such incidents, no matter what the evidence, have no value as
proof of Swedenborg's claims. The only proof of value is the truth of
what he revealed. To many there is convincing proof simply in the
consistency of Swedenborg's testimony, the remarkable harmony of
his works, which stretch over twenty-eight years and fill some thirty
volumes. The real proof is in the logic and rationality of those ideas
that could scarcely have been concocted by a charlatan. Swedenborg
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could hardly have undertaken such a fraud for any benefit to
himself; rather he could be said to have sacrificed his position of
great honor and esteem. There were bitter and powerful enemies who
attacked him and his followers, including bringing two of them to
trial for heresy.

What Swedenborg wrote was often in obvious disagreement with
the established churches of his time. Much of his later life was spent
in England and Holland simply because it would have been impossible
to publish his teachings in Lutheran Sweden. Swedenborg's writings
teach that the Christian churches, Catholic and Protestant, had been
judged and found wanting, as foretold in cryptic prophecies of the
great red dragon and the beast described in the Apocalypse. He
especially denounced the concept of a Trinity, which divides God
into three persons, the Lutheran doctrine that man is saved without
good works if he only has faith, and the Catholic practice of
ascribing divinity and power to mortals - the Virgin Mary, the
Popes, and Saints.

Conclusion

The NDE is closely related to Swedenborg's experiences, just as it
is related to countless "visions" throughout the ages. Almost the
entire spectrum of religious beliefs demands a recognition of an
unseen world and a higher existence than that of the senses. Even
aside from any religious implications, experiences of countless
individuals call for a belief in the supernatural.

There should be little reason in this day to have to argue that man
is far more than the physical being. In my view, there is no question
that there is an inner being - a more complete and more perfect
being - though we may have to depend upon non-scientific measur-
ing devices for "proof." The inner being, as Swedenborg says, is the
real man, set free by the process we call "death."

All men, as to the interiors which belong to their minds, are spirits,
clothed in the world with a material body, which is subject to the com-
mand of the spirit's thought and the decision of its affection. For the
mind, which is spirit, and the body, which is matter, is acted upon. Every
spirit, too, after the rejection of the material body is a man similar in form
as a man in the world (AE 1142).

But this fact (the dual nature of man) is "hidden" or kept secret
for the most part, for good reason. Swedenborg writes that man's life
on earth is in preparation for the real life for which he was created,
and that in this life he is kept in freedom to choose between right
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and wrong. Man's freedom is preserved by his being unaware of the
reality of the inner world. If he really knew the nature of heaven and
hell, he would no longer be free, simply because he would do any-
thing to achieve heaven's immeasurable happiness and anything to
avoid the punishment inherent in giving way to selfish passions. Thus
he would not choose freely between good and evil.

It is the Swedenborgian's belief that we are kept largely unaware
of the spiritual world in order to allow us to develop freely. We can
glimpse the meaning of this if we imagine how sadly we would con-
fine our children if we compelled them to do what they should
choose to do on their own, or prevented them from doing what they
should reject of themselves.

This means that there is a reason for our not knowing too much
about our real inner nature. It also follows that there are times or
occasions when there are good reasons for us to become aware of the
spiritual realities. This reflects the teachings that God really does
direct our lives in minute detail - and that He allows us to develop a
consciousness of the inner man or to experience brief existences in a
non-material world - because thereby He can strengthen our beliefs
or influence our attitudes. From my own opportunities to hear the
messages of several NDErs, it seems more than likely that there was a
real reason in their lives. Their fragmentary NDE, they testify,
changed them profoundly. Few people have the bright, affirmative,
and loving qualities that I noted in the experiencers I have met. They
appreciate life, and they express love and have a warmth that is
compelling testimony to their experiences. Above all, they declare
they have no further fear of death, and we may ponder the effect on
humanity if it progresses beyond that terror of the grave that distorts
our thinking. Bruce Greyson (1981) has made a careful analysis of
the psychological explanations of near-death experiences, noting that
"the positive transformative effects" as well as the "consistency" and
the "paranormal dimensions" of the NDE suggest an orderly pattern
in what can be considered a sort of revelation about another existence.

Since death "has come out of the closet," it is surprising how
many accounts there are of both NDEs and OBEs, partially because
these very personal experiences were such that the experiencer did
not wish to expose them to possible ridicule. It is not surprising that
many people react by considering such experiences as hallucinations,
a delusion - or worse. It is true that this was what Swedenborg
risked in recounting his journeys into the deep unknown. During
Swedenborg's life, when his claim was widely known, though
incredible, there were leading figures who did not hesitate to declare
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he was sane, honest, and trustworthy. Even those strongly opposed
to the ideas he had published admitted his integrity. As Swedenborg
approached his death - on the date he had predicted - he was
solemnly besought to "declare whether all that he had written was
strictly true" with full avowal. Two days before his death a friend,
Eric Bergstrom, brought Pastor Ferelius to Swedenborg's bedside.
Ferelius asked if Swedenborg had an idea that he was about to die,
and when Swedenborg cheerfully agreed, he made preparation for
the Communion. Then he asked him to make confession as to the
verity, in part or in whole, of what he had presented. Upon hearing
these words Swedenborg half rose in his bed and, placing his sound
hand (the other was paralyzed) upon his breast, said with great
earnestness: "As truly as you see me before your eyes, so true is
everything that I have written; and I could have written more had it
been permitted." He added, "When you enter eternity you will see
everything and then you and I shall have much to talk about"
(Sigstedt, 1952, p. 432).

The progress in awakening to a new concept of the life after death
is much to the credit of those who sincerely labored to evaluate and
to make known the nature of man's inner life, especially in dispelling
so many misunderstandings of this most important event of our lives.

The overriding importance in this gradual change of attitude lies in
the fact that what man believes lies beyond this mortal life greatly
affects his attitudes. In the simplest form, if there is no concept of
reward or punishment in a future life, then (if we can somehow
manage not to get caught) we might just as well see what we can get
away with.

In my judgment, it follows, then, that we should pay attention to
the rather consistent messages that have come to us via NDEs. To
begin with, we can find considerable comfort in the evidence that
"death" is a surprisingly pleasant experience, usually free from pain
or worry. The feelings of warmth and love are a major part of nearly
all NDEs. There is a reality that is difficult to put into words because
the new existence has very unearthly qualities. Ideas are conveyed
without words, and time and space are of no consequence. We have a
feeling of reviewing our lives, seeing old friends, and being welcomed.
Because the NDE is reported by those who did "return," we become
conscious of a "purpose" in life - a need to care for others or com-
plete something useful. We sense, too, that we are still ourselves and
that we still have the ability to choose and react. These, as I have in-
sisted, are but tiny fragments of the broad picture Swedenborg offers.

The final message of all this may be simply a call to accept the
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idea of this higher experience and to let it influence us in our daily
lives. This can be said to be the heart of religion, but it is certainly
not the private possession of any denomination. It is surprisingly
outside or beyond elaborate rituals or catechisms, yet the gentle,
loving pressure it exerts on our lives and our relationship with rela-
tives, friends, neighbors, co-workers, and mankind in general could, if
we would but let it, greatly change the world.

NOTES

1. At least a dozen major biographies of Swedenborg have been pub-
lished (some are no longer in print). These are the most prominent:
Sigstedt, C. O. The Swedenborg Epic. New York: Bookman
Assoc., 1952; Spaulding, J. O. Introduction to Swedenborg's
Religious Thought. New York: Swedenborg Publishing Assoc.,
1956; Synnestvedt, S. The Essential Swedenborg. New York:
Swedenborg Foundation, Twayne Publishers, 1970; Tocksvig, S.
Emanuel Swedenborg: Scientist and Mystic. New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1948; Trobridge, G. Swedenborg: Life and
Teaching. New York: Swedenborg Foundation, 1976; Van Dusen,
W. The Presence of Other Worlds. New York: Harper and Row,
1974. The book, Documents Concerning Swedenborg (R. Tafel,
ed.) London: Swedenborg Society, 1875, is also helpful.

2. The "search for the soul" was a subject of interest during
Swedenborg's time, with attempts involving anatomical dissection
such as Swedenborg describes in Animal Kingdom (see
REFERENCES).

3. Swedenborg gives several descriptions of the process as man
awakens in the spiritual world. For example, Numbers 445-452 of
Heaven and Hell, "The resuscitation of man from the dead and his
entrance into eternal life."

4. The thirty volumes in the modern editions of Swedenborg's books
contain a great many descriptions of the realm of the afterlife, not
only in Heaven and Hell and Arcana Coelestia but in major
commentaries on the Apocalypse prophecies, Apocalypse
Explained, a treatise on marriage, Conjugial Love, and the
magnum opus of his final years, True Christian Religion. These
writings and a steady stream of contemporary commentaries,
biographies, and treatises can be found in Swedenborgian centers
such as the church headquarters in Bryn Athyn, Pennsylvania, the
Swedenborg Society in London, and the Swedenborg Foundation
in New York City.
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5. All editions or translations of Swedenborg's works have a standar-
dized numbering system that conveniently indicates the source of
a quotation or an idea. A direct quotation is usually followed by a
simple notation such as DP 55 for a passage in The Divine Provi-
dence. A reader may also find, "In DP number 55 we are taught
that the Divine Providence looks not to what is temporal but what
is eternal." I will use this system in some citations in this article.

6. See also Heaven and Hell, No. 256, or Arcana Coelestia, No. 2478.
7. Several well-documented examples of Swedenborg's clairvoyance

are described in most biographies. Sigstedt's The Swedenborg Epic
is among the most detailed.
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ABSTRACT

This paper seeks to draw attention to a comprehensive work on death-related
questions, first published in 1920, that sheds light on crucial problems still dis-
cussed today. The author speaks from his extensive observations of the dying
process and near-death phenomena, seen from a spiritual point of view, but,
more importantly, discusses the inherent structure of nonphysical existence,
where life no longer is perceived by mortal senses but rather, as he states, by
virtue of a spiritual organism and its faculties. The book explains near-death
experiences as subjective glimpses of the life to come, apprehended through a
person's timeless senses, which normally lie dormant during earthly life but
reawaken at the point of separation from the body. The book describes non-
physical reality as composed of infinite dimensions and especially describes the
sphere of phantom worlds, born and sustained by misdirected human faith,
which man encounters first when he arrives beyond. These pseudo heavens are
shown to be a serious threat to those arriving unprepared and uninformed. The
book dismisses all occult phenomena as being purely physical in nature and,
therefore, lacking value as evidence for afterlife.

The following discussion of Bo Yin Ri'sl Das Buch vom Jenseits
(1920, 1929),2 contributed by the translator of its first English
edition (1978), seeks to acquaint the readers of Anabiosis with an
informative work by an author who is not yet widely known in
English-speaking countries. His forty books, published in German
between 1919 and 1939, present a comprehensive exposition of
physical and spiritual realities, containing answers to many crucial
problems in relgi' 'on, ethics, and psychology.

Especially relevant in the present context is The Book on Life
Beyond (1978), which was written to provide the reader with what
the author sees as the essential facts about the states of afterlife one
can expect to find the moment this present life comes to an end. The
book means to prepare the reader in the way a traveler's guidebook
tells about an unknown land, which some day everyone will have to
enter, whether or not he is prepared. But one who knows what lies
ahead is able to approach the life to come without anxiety and
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superstition. The book differs significantly from other studies of the
subject in that the author places mortal life within a wider, meta-
physical context and writes that physical existence is but a brief, if
highly consequential, fragment of every person's timeless evolution.

The author states his aim is not to prove nor argue that the after-
life exists, nor to persuade any reader who prefers to hold the
opposite view. In his view it is vain to search for valid scientific
proof, verifiable by instruments, because the only proof there is, or
ever can be, lies in each person's own experience, gained either
during mortal life or after it has ended. His book is meant not for
those who want proof, but for those who want useful information
(based on the author's experiences) about the nature of that future
life, its laws and inner structure, and the place the human being
occupies within that life.

According to the author, The Book on Life Beyond presents
objective, accurate accounts of the afterlife, based on many years of
observation and experience. Besides describing man's condition in
the life to come, the author offers practical advice on how this
present life may serve a person to prepare for the continuation of his
life in spiritual form, lest he one day find himself upon the other
shore bewildered and confused, and in this helpless state drift aim-
lessly between mirages, until he finally becomes entrapped, perhaps
for ages, by the immensely powerful attractions of some collectively
engendered phantom "heaven."

To conclude these preliminary remarks, one should add a com-
ment on the difficulty, indeed impossibility, of assigning to this
author any fitting place within historical traditions of religion,
philosophy, or mysticism; for neither as a person nor as a writer does
he belong to any of these systems. Recognizing, in his expositions,
certain elements that one may also find in other places, a reader
might assume that what this author has to say is, possibly, no more
than yet another syncretistic motley of derived ideas. According to
the author, however, his knowledge of spiritual realities was not
learned from books or other people, nor gained by any mental effort,
but is the fruit of personal, immediate experience. Occasional agree-
ments between his expositions and particular religious or philosophi-
cal beliefs will, therefore, naturally result wherever such beliefs
reflect some aspect of concrete reality. On balance, however, the few
such similarities are less significant than the substantial differences
between this author's presentations and other worldviews.

Here, then, are the main points covered in The Book on Life
Beyond. According to the author, the act of dying is simply the
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transition that irrevocably separates a person's spiritual organism,
and the latter's consciousness - which had lair mostly dormant
during mortal life - from its no longer serviceable physical body.
Following this separation, which takes only a few moments, the
person finds himself at once awake and conscious in his timeless
organism, in which he had already been alive eternities before his
"incarnation" in material form. The spiritual body, whose substance
is a radiant form of energy, is indestructible, but in most persons it is
arrested in a state of only rudimentary development. This organism is
now a person's only means of taking part in any form of spiritual
existence.

According to the author, man's mortal life is but a fateful inter-
lude in his continued spiritual life: a fall from the domain of light,
his origin and final home, which he himself abandoned by an act of
will and longs to find again as soon as he begins to sense his situation.
Human "life," then, includes aeons of physical existence both before
and after. And this, in effect, is an abnormal, wholly foreign state for
man, in that he is by origin and nature a purely spiritual being.

From this it also follows that the life man will resume once he is
freed from his physical body is not a different reality somewhere
above the clouds - because his consciousness, identity, inner develop-
ment, and his place within the universe all remain entirely unchanged
- but rather a new way of being alive, a new form of perceiving what
is still the very same reality owing to the senses of a different
organism. As Bo Yin Ri explains, in life beyond we continue to ex-
perience the very life we lived on earth, only now we sense that life
from, as it were, "the other side." Given that the spiritual faculties,
which man must learn to use in life beyond, are already present in his
mortal state, he can begin to use them also here on earth and thus
become a spiritually conscious individual. Except for those specific,
spiritual faculties, man is no more than any other animal. Even his
apparently "higher" state of evolution is only due to these inherent,
if inactive, energies that also influence the mortal psyche and which
other creatures have as well as man.

During near-death experiences a person's spiritual senses are
temporarily awakened, and he may perceive a glimpse of life beyond
by virtue of this different organism. Natural consequences of such
experiences are the loss of fear of dying and a thorough change in
attitude toward life, both here and in the form to come.

Given that both forms of life are only two perspectives of the
same reality, it should not be surprising that there are many similari-
ties between the things we do and apprehend on earth and those we
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shall experience on the other side. Bo Yin Ra relates that in the
spiritual worlds not only are there equivalents of everything we find
in nature - including mountain ranges, forests, rivers, lakes, and
seas - but that, indeed, the nature we perceive is but a flawed and
dark reflection of the reality one apprehends in spiritual perception,
the realm in which reside the timeless patterns, in ultimate perfec-
tion, for everything we know on earth. Bo Yin Ra's descriptions of
these worlds have striking implications for a new approach to certain
concepts found in Plato's thought and may also shed light on
mythology, utopias, and cities of God. Of particular interest would
seem the author's reference to a radiant spiritual Temple - situated
on a soaring mountain, surrounded by flowering gardens in the midst
of snow and ice - of which all sacred structures here on earth are
modified reflections, intuitively sensed by gifted artists.

In view of the relationship between the world of matter (the realm
of mere effects) and the dimension of the spirit (the sphere of
primary causes), the ancient concept of "creation" appears in a very
different light. For, as the author states, the whole material universe
with its unnumbered galaxies, forming and dissolving endlessly in
time and space, was not "created out of nothing" by some omni-
potent Maker nor by a random cataclysm originating in the sphere of
matter. Rather, it has existence, without beginning or end, as a result
of being an immediate reflex, directly manifesting in material form,
of an impulse generated in the spiritual domain, which is the sphere
of causes. Like the world of spirit, therefore, the physical universe as
a whole is a timeless aspect of reality, and even though at every
moment galaxies are born and die in time and space, the universe as
such endures forever.

Unlike the physical world, however, which we perceive as a three-
dimensional continuum, the spiritual domain, according to the
author, has infinite dimensions. All these interpenetrate one another,
that is to say, they occupy the same location within space. The
various dimensions are not, however, simultaneously perceived by
those who occupy one or the other even though the spirit's substance,
and the worlds engendered by that substance, permeate each particle
of physical matter.

A valuable contribution to a fuller understanding of the inner
structure of our physical reality, including all "occult" phenomena,
is Bo Yin Ra's point that physical reality embraces a far wider range
of energies, including conscious beings, than we can apprehend by
means of our limited five senses, which in man are even less
developed than they are in certain animals. In other words, we only
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apprehend a tiny fragment even of physical reality, by far the larger
part of which is simply hidden from our senses. This to us "invisible"
- but purely physical - dimension of our present world is the do-
main of the "occult," which mediums and clairvoyants may at times
perceive, erroneously assuming that they have seen spiritual reality.
The occult sphere is, furthermore, inhabited by certain conscious,
leech-like creatures, which are the real authors of all genuine
phenomena of the occult. These parasites feed on the psychic sub-
stance of the "medium" and ultimately will destroy the soul and
mind of their unwitting hosts, according to Bo Yin Ra. Most
"occult" phenomena do not involve these creatures but are simply
harmless fraud. Given, however, that the occult sphere is merely a
still unknown region of physical nature, while those who leave the
earth leave also its invisible domain, it will be obvious that the
participants in a stancee" do not commune with any human soul or
spirit (all of whom are safe from being summoned to perform some
trivial experiment for the amusement of the curious). At the most,
they experience these deceptive creatures, which gladly masquerade
as some departed mortal.

The author also describes in some detail the initial experiences of
those arriving on the other side of life. Typically, their first reaction
is complete surprise at something wholly unexpected, a state for
which they were not in the least prepared. In their confusion they
drift aimlessly along the borders of the unknown land in which they
find themselves, and since they are unable to distinguish help from
danger, they shy away from those who would assist them. For, as the
author indicates, spiritual helpers are at all times present and ready
to give guidance to anyone who would discover the interior of the
spirit's land and begin ascending its majestic heights. Most of the new
arrivals, however, do not have such concerns; they are still too
wrapped up in their accustomed earthly notions to comprehend their
new environment. As the author points out, the mere transition from
one kind of perception to another, i.e., from physical to spiritual
experience, does not expand a person's knowledge or horizon, let
alone endow him with spontaneous enlightenment. Instead, everyone
awakens on the other side as exactly the same person he was on
earth, governed by the same ideas, beliefs, and prejudices that moved
him in his mortal life.

Thus, some people will expect to find a certain kind of heaven, or
hell, and are perplexed when they do not encounter what they had
envisioned. Clinging to their beliefs, however, they are blind to any
kind of help. Some again are so conceited when they find they have
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attained "eternal life" that they now haughtily reject the guidance
they are offered. Persons whose spiritual senses were not much
developed during life often fail to recognize that they no longer
occupy a physical body. Instead, they think, some "miracle" has
cured them of their former illness, for clearly they do not feel
"dead" but rather well and happy. In this condition the departed
often try to show their relatives and friends, whom they see grieving
over their now lifeless body, that their anguish is unnecessary. But
the latter are so occupied with their emotions that they fail to sense
what the departed want to tell them. Only when the person sees that
he no longer can communicate with those around him does he finally
discover the loss of his mortal organism.

Those, again, who were convinced that there is no such thing as
the "afterlife" try to look upon their new condition as merely a
continuation of their physical existence. People who were so
immersed in earthly life that they had never given any thought to
spiritual concerns face a time of desperation when they realize they
cannot return to earthly life. Those, on the other hand, who had
been absorbed here by some ambition, fixed idea, or mission very
quickly lose all interest in the existence they left behind and only
ind a new way to pursue their aims within their changed environment.

All these individuals, Bo Yin Ri explains, will sooner or later find
a state they regard as the fulfillment of their hopes and dreams: a
paradise of their own making. They will be magnetically attracted to
one of the innumerable phantom worlds in life beyond. The author
calls them border realms, in that they are the lowest worlds in the
life beyond, situated, as it were, at the periphery of spiritual reality
and thus still very close to physical existence. The specific world to
which a person will become attracted is the one in whose existence
he had already participated during life on earth, and which thus
corresponds to his ideas and expectations.

In this context the book relates that every impulse, wish, or
thought that moves the human mind on earth produces an equivalent
reaction also on the other side. There this creates a kindred phantom
realm, a world that corresponds exactly to its maker's will, which
continues to exist until the energies that brought it into being are
neutralized or finally exhausted. Since these energies are constantly
regenerated by human faith and will, the phantom worlds they sus-
tain and manifest may well endure for aeons, measured in earthly
terms. For all their indestructible nature, however, these worlds
subsist in constant inner turmoil and are, besides, embroiled in
endless conflicts with each other because the untold millions who
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collaborate in forming and sustaining these domains are in them-
selves, as individuals, still disunited and of many minds. Each person,
thus, forever ruins what another builds.

Here the author draws attention to a startling phenomenon:
namely, that such phantom worlds continuously influence events
also on earth, simply by affecting the minds of susceptible mortals.
According to the author, much of the religious hatred and intoler-
ance, national hostilities, ideological fanaticism, and other forms of
prejudice that have plagued mankind throughout history, are reper-
cussions of the bitter feuds between opposing worlds beyond. The
resulting strife on earth in turn intensifies the enmity between these
border realms.

The various phantom worlds, collectively engendered and sus-
tained by misdirected human will, are thus, according to Bo Yin Ri,
the gravest peril facing human beings as they arrive beyond. For if a
person is entrapped in such a world of self-imposed illusion, he loses
sight of his predestined inner goal, perhaps for many ages. But even
though these worlds may last for aeons, one day they are fated to
disintegrate: as one by one the souls sustaining them awaken from
their dreams and see their self-created heavens vanish. And then,
profoundly shaken and distressed, ages wasted by their folly, they
must begin once more to seek the path that, on a long and painful
ascent, will take them to the realm of absolute reality, where ulti-
mate fulfillment is no mere illusion.

To warn the reader of the fate of falling victim to such self-
induced illusion, and to describe the way he ought to go instead, is
thus the foremost reason The Book on Life Beyond was written. On
this point the author also states that he conveys not merely his own
ex periences in this book but also the insights of those guides and
helpers who will come to man's assistance after his transition. Their
help is made much easier, however, if a person is not wholly unpre-
pared but has at least gone to the trouble of informing himself con-
cerning some essential acts.

While the initial experiences of the departed are, according to the
author, usually profound relief and joy, not all the realms beyond are
forms of paradise. There are regions also of despair and darkness, of
agony and harrowing remorse, which quite resemble the traditional
ideas of hell. And in these spheres anyone, without exception, must
make amends who in this life on earth had violated, by words and
deeds against his fellow man, the all-sustaining harmony of spiritual
law, whose inmost impulse, will, and nature is selfless love and
infinite compassion. One who by his actions deliberately rejected
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being part of this reality, there must reap the fruits of his mistakes.
Subjection to this fate is not, however, meted out as "punishment"
by some offended, vengeful potentate who judges sinners at his
pleasure, but, as the author stresses, a completely automatic conse-
quence of having violated cosmic laws. For spiritual laws, he states,
are in their operations no less neutral and inexorable - beyond even
divine intervention - than are the laws of physical reality. Nonethe-
less, one who passes through these trying spheres there finds a chance
to compensate for the disturbance he has caused. Still, from the
fetters of this tragic state, which could so easily have been avoided,
the human spirit cannot find release "until the uttermost farthing has
been paid."

The author here especially discusses suicide as being a most
grievous violation of the law in question, since by this act a person
willfully destroys his earthly life, which he himself desired and
finally attained by grace of spiritual law. But worse, by the destruc-
tion of his earthly form, man also loses the life and function of his
timeless soul, without which there is no perception nor existence in
the spirit's worlds. Suicide, then, instead of bringing liberation will
only make man's lot still worse. Bo Yin Ra states that those who die
by their own hand will finally have to endure another "incarnation,"
and this is one of the exceptional cases where a human spirit actually
returns a second time. In the normal course, each spiritual entelechy
lives only once in mortal form and then resumes its former timeless life.

Given that his mortal life is ultimately subject to the same reality
whose timeless laws sustain the spirit's worlds, man's temporal aims
and principles should not conflict with that reality, lest he injure or
destroy himself. Some knowledge of these laws is, thus, essential if
one would live one's life in harmony with the demands of what is
ultimate reality. An important step in this direction, as one aspect of
a scrupulously ethical life, is the cultivation of a proper attitude
toward life beyond. For this the author's book provides invaluable
information.

Human life, as he explains, is but the individuated emanation of
one immeasurably vast, eternal unity, which manifests itself in count-
less hierarchies of individuated beings, all of whom comprise a single,
undivided will and consciousness. The individuated human spirit
cannot, however, find its final goal - salvation, liberation - so long
as it is separated from this unity, as it is in mortal life, but only when
it has once more become - in this life or the next - an integrated,
conscious part of this reality.

By showing mortal life, and its transition to another form of
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being, from a spiritual perspective, The Book on Life Beyond pro-
vides good grounds for peace of mind and confidence; it dispels
anxieties and misconceptions, and also tells the reader how he may
himself determine, already in his present life, the course and progress
of his life to come. And only one who has already found his "future"
life - his timeless spiritual nature - here and now can truly ask:"0 death, where is thy sting? 0 grave, where is thy victory?"

NOTES

1. Bo Yin Ra is the spiritual proper name of the German-born painter
and author, Joseph Anton Schneiderfranken (1876-1943). See the
chapter: Concerning My Name, in About My Books. Berkeley:
The Kober Press, 1977. 13-20.

2. Das Buch vom Jenseits was first published in 1920 by Kurt Wolff's
Verlag der Weissen Bucher in Munich. The second, enlarged edi-
tion appeared in 1929, in Basel & Leipzig: Kobersche Verlagsbuch-
handlung. The first English translation of this definitive edition is
The Book on Life Beyond. San Francisco: The Kober Press, 1978.
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Precognitive and Prophetic Visions
in Near-Death Experiences 1
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For I am now in the place where men

chiefly prophesy, in sight of coming death.
- The Apology

ABSTRACT

An investigation is reported concerning two types of precognitive phenomena
that are associated with unusually deep near-death experiences (NDEs). Personal
flashforwards (PFFs) refer to visions in which a near-death survivor glimpses
events that will involve him personally sometime subsequent to his NDE.
Prophetic visions (PVs) refer to a kind of preview of planetary-wide events. Data
from approximately a dozen cases of each type are presented. Analysis of these
data offers suggestive evidence that at least some PFFs contain veridical ele-
ments; PVs were found to disclose a pattern of remarkable uniformity across
respondents, suggesting a global scenario over the next twenty years marked by a
period of increasing catastrophe to be followed by an era of spiritual enlighten-
ment. Various interpretations of the data on precognitive effects are offered, and
empirical procedures to determine the possible predictive significance of PVs are
proposed.

INTRODUCTION

In some earlier publications (Ring, 1980; Ring, 1981) dealing with
near-death experiences (NDEs), I suggested that a small number of

near-death survivors claim to be aware of events that they believe will
take place in the future. In some cases, these perceptions appear to
take place in the context of the life review phase of the NDE. In
these instances, they should perhaps be construed as possible life
previews; at any rate, I have previously referred to this phenomenon
as a flashforward in order to make it evident that such perceptions
refer to events that have not yet occurred in a person's life. In other
cases, the future events that are reported relate not so much to an
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individual's personal future as they do to global events. In these in-
stances, they appear to be best understood as world previews.
Because both kinds of future-oriented perceptions usually appear to
the experient as a vision, in order to distinguish them I shall refer to
the former as a personal flashforward (PFF) and to the latter as a
prophetic vision (PV). 2

In this paper I want to present and then evaluate some instances of
both PFFs and PVs in order to arrive at an assessment of their signifi-
cance for our understanding of NDEs in general. In regard to PVs,
I think it is also important to attempt to determine their possible
accuracy since the implications of these visions, if there is any sub-
stance to them, will be of the greatest concern to humanity at large.
It will be expedient, however, to consider PFFs before turning our
attention to the prophetic aspects of NDEs.

METHOD

Because PFFs and PVs are relatively rare occurrences in conjunc-
tion with NDEs, it has been necessary for me to conduct a special
search for such cases. Although I have located a number of instances
of each phenomenon on my own, I am also indebted to several near-
death researchers for sharing their information with me. 3 In some
cases, individuals wrote to me at the International Association for
Near-Death Studies describing such experiences. Subsequent corre-
spondence and interviews, when they could be arranged, provided
further information. In most cases, especially those involving PVs,
I traveled to various parts of the United States to tape record inter-
views with near-death survivors, or arrangements were made for them
to come to Connecticut to be interviewed. When personal interviews
were conducted, I was usually able to spend at least two days with
the respondent on the occasion of our initial meeting; in all of these
cases, contact was maintained through correspondence, tapes, phone
calls, or subsequent meetings. Finally, a few respondents completed
some questionnaires for me (as part of a larger, on-going research
project concerned with after effects of NDEs), and these furnished
additional data.

Because the number of cases in my sample is small, it was not
possible to undertake any meaningful statistical analyses; as a result,
this study is necessarily of the case-history type. Although this is not
my preferred research style, I felt in view of the potential significance
of my findings that it was justified to publish these data in this form
and at this time. 4 Nevertheless, it should be clearly borne in mind
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that the cases presented here have been specially sought out, and
because of both the limited sample size and the method of sampling,
the results need to be independently validated before they can be
fully accepted.

The material dealing with PFFs is based on approximately one
dozen cases, a few of which have already been described elsewhere
(Ring, 1980). None of the information on PVs has been published
before; it is based on a sample of thirteen cases.

RESULTS

Personal Flashforwards

Personal flashforwards usually occur within the context of an
assessment of one's life during an NDE (i.e., during a life review and
preview), although occasionally the PFF is experienced as a subse-
quent vision. When it takes place while the individual is undergoing
an NDE, it is typically described as an image or vision of the future.
It is as though the individual sees something of the whole trajectory
of his life, not just past events as some previous accounts (e.g.,
Moody, 1975; Noyes, 1977) have implied. The understanding I have
of these PFFs is that to the experient they represent events of a
conditional future. That is, if he chooses to return to life,5 then
these events will ensue. In this sense, from the standpoint of a near-
death survivor, a PFF may be likened to a "memory" of future
events (see, e.g., Roll, 1966). For him, however, it is seemingly a part
of his "life design" which will unfold if he returns to physical life.
I have already published (Ring, 1980) a few accounts of this kind
of PFF.

In other cases an individual will report awareness of knowledge of
a future event some time after the NDE itself. In some instances, the
knowledge will manifest itself (again, usually visually and vividly)
shortly after an NDE; in other cases, the individual will recall the
knowledge only when the actual event happens. In this case, and this
kind of occurrence has been related to me by several near-death
survivors, it seems the event itself jars the memory of it, bringing
back the NDE context in which the original perception was given.
At such moments, there is usually an uncanny sense of deja vu; the
event, which had already been experienced, is now fulfilled in fact,
and its realization is accompanied by the shock of absolutely certain
prior knowledge of its outcome.

A case that will serve to illustrate several of these features was
provided to me by a woman who lives in the midwest. Her near-
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death crisis resulted from a torn cervix while giving birth to her
youngest child, in 1959. During her NDE she was met by various
beings who conveyed knowledge to her. In particular, she noted:

. . . I learned that there is a time for me to die, and that particular time
when I was giving birth was not it. Those beings showed me that if I con-
tinued down the path I was on at that time (it seems that I have complete
freedom of choice) I would later be living HERE and DOING THIS.
I found myself in a place that was not [the town she ex-
pected to move to] and all three of our children were grown up. My hus-
band and I had become middle-aged and the entire scenario went like this:

I was in a kitchen tossing a salad, dressed in a striped seersucker outfit.
My hair had streaks of silver in it, my waist had thickened some, but I
was still in good shape for an older woman. There was a strong feeling
of peace of mind about my bearing, and I was in a joyful mood, laugh-
ing with my older daughter as we prepared dinner. The younger
daughter [the newborn] had gone somewhere with some other children.
This daughter was grown up too, but still there were some small children
involved who were not in the picture at the moment [i.e., in 1959].

My husband had just come out of the shower and was walking down a
hallway wrapping a robe around him. He had put on more weight than I
had and his hair was quite silver. Our son was mowing our lawn but
both offspring were only visiting. They didn't live with us.

During this scene was the only time an exception was made regarding the
five physical senses. As I gained the knowledge of what our family would
be like in the future, I could see, hear and smell. Particularly striking was
the smell of the salad I was producing (cucumber) mingled with the smell
of evergreens growing around the house and the odor of freshly-cut grass.
Also I could detect my own cologne and soap from the shower my hus-
band had vacated. This picture was only a glimpse, but it made one huge
impression on me. I must have vowed right then to never forget it, because
I certainly have not.

This correspondent added this intriguing follow-up commentary:

1. We look exactly like that right now [in 1981].
2. Our kids look like that picture too.
3. The rapport in our family is now as I've already described. We have a

ball whenever we get together, talking and laughing.
4. Our older daughter has been married, had two daughters of her own,

and been divorced. While she was being divorced and making a new life
for herself with a job, I've helped her with raising the two small girls by
babysitting every day for two years. They are very much a part of our
family.

5. Our home here in [the town she lives in] could fit
that description too. I only wish I had paid more attention to the way
the house was built .. .

Another case that exemplifies most of the characteristics of finely
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detailed PFFs is this one, sent to me by a correspondent living in the
western part of the United States. As a ten-year-old child, in his
native England, he was rushed to a hospital and operated on for
acute appendicitis (possibly peritonitis - he is not sure). During the
operation he had an NDE during which he had an out-of-body
experience (at which time he could see his body) as well as an
episode involving telepathic communication with beings who seemed
to be clothed in robes.

What makes this individual's experience noteworthy is what
happened to him afterward. He writes:

After the operation, when convalescing, I was aware that there were some
strange memories - and that's what they were - concerning events in my
future life. I do not know how they got there . . . they were just there ...
However, at that time [the year was 1941], and indeed until 1968, I
simply did not believe them.

His letter goes on to describe five specific "memories" of the future
he had been aware of as a child. He claims all of them have actually
come about as events in his life, except for the last of them (which
pertains to the age and circumstances of his death). I shall quote his
account of the first two of these flashforwards.

1. You will be married at age twenty-eight.
This was the first of the "memories," and this was perceived as a flat
statement - there was no emotion attached to it ...
And this did indeed happen, even though at my twenty-eighth birthday
I had yet to meet the person that I was to marry.

2. You will have two children and live in the house that you see.
By contrast to the first prediction, this was felt; perhaps "experienced"
is the correct term. I had a vivid memory of sitting in a chair, from
which I could see two children playing on the floor in front of me. And
I knew that I was married, although in this vision there was no indica-
tion of who it was that I was married to. Now a married person knows
what it was like to be single, because s/he was once single, and s/he
knows what it's like to be married because s/he is married. But it is not
possible for a single person to know what it feels like to be married; in
particular, it is not possible for a ten-year-old boy to know what it feels
like to be married! It is this strange, impossible feeling that I remember
so clearly, and why this incident remained in my mind. I had a
"memory" of something that was not to happen for almost twenty-five
years hence! But it was not seeing the future, in the conventional sense,
it was experiencing the future. In this incident the future was now.

(He then provides a floor plan of the room he and his children
were in and refers to it in what follows.)

In this "experience" I saw directly in front of me, and to the right as
indicated. I could not see to the left, but I did know that the person that I
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was married to was sitting on that side of the room. The children playing
on the floor were about four and three years old; the older one had dark
hair, and was a girl (adopted, as it turned out); the younger one had fair
hair, and I thought it was a boy. But as it turns out, they are both girls.
And I was also aware that behind the wall . . . there was something very
strange that I did not understand at all. My conscious mind could not
grasp it, but I just knew that something different was there.

This "memory" suddenly became present one day in 1968, when I was
sitting in the chair, reading a book, and happened to glance over at the
children . . . I realized that this was the "memory" from 1941! After that I
began to realize that there was something to these strange recollections.
And the strange object behind the wall was a forced-air heater. These
heating units were not - and to the best of my knowledge, are still not -
used in England. This was why I could not grasp what it was; it was not in
my sphere of knowledge in 1941.6

Such apparent memories of the future are certainly provocative,
and it is easy to appreciate the striking effect they must have on an
individual when they are later actually confirmed. Nevertheless, there
is a sticky methodological issue that must be faced here before we
can proceed with our delineation of PFFs. Put boldly, it is: how do
we know these accounts are true? To be sure, there is scant reason to
believe that all those persons who report PFFs (and who usually aver
that many of them were fulfilled) are simply confabulating. At the
same time, we must recognize that PFFs typically have the form of
unsubstantiated and unsubstantiable self-reports: a person alleges to
have had a vision of a future event and then also claims that the
event later took place. Accordingly, we seem to be left in the un-
comfortable position of having to acknowledge that such reports are
sometimes made, but lacking the means to determine the truth of the
testimony given. This of course is a general problem in near-death
studies, and it has compelled at least one investigator (Sabom, 1982)
to focus on potentially confirmable aspects of NDEs in order to
avoid it.

In rare instances, however, a way can be found to circumvent this
problem by compiling external corroborative evidence that inde-
pendently supports the claim made by a near-death survivor.
Fortunately, I have recently come across just such a case involving
a PFF.

A woman now in her early fifties had an unusually deep NDE in
1971 as a result of heart failure and lung collapse during surgery.
According to her account, she underwent a prolonged period of
clinical death before being resuscitated. During her experience she,
too, encountered guides who gave her considerable information
about the future. 7 What makes her NDE unique and of considerable
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value here is precisely what she was shown.
Specifically, she was "shown" a picture of Raymond Moody! She

was given his full name and told that she would meet him when "the
time was right" in order to tell him her story.

The following account of this incident is based on an interview I
conducted with this woman in her home in March, 1981.

This woman (whom I'll call Belle) has lived her entire life in a
small Southern city, residing since 1971 in a home on a street one
block long. Approximately eighteen months after her NDE, Raymond
Moody, who was then beginning his medical studies, and his wife,
Louise, moved to the same city where Belle had grown up. To the
same street! But since the Moodys lived at the other end of the
block, years passed without any meaningful interaction between the
Moodys and Belle.8

Finally, four years after Belle's NDE, on Halloween night of 1975,
Louise was preparing to take her elder son, Avery, trick-or-treating.
Her husband had asked her, however, not to take him to any home
unfamiliar to them. Meanwhile, up the block, Belle, who was feeling
poorly, was saying to her husband:

Look, I placed these things [i.e., candies] there for the children when they
come around, and no matter how cute you think they are, don't call me
because I do not feel well tonight and I do not want to be bothered.

Belle describes what happened next:

He said "OK" and sure enough someone knocked on the door ... Louise
didn't listen to Raymond [and] Bill [her husband] didn't listen to me, so
when the knock came on the door, my husband said, "Belle, you told me
not to call you, but you've got to see this one!" "Oh, boy," I said, [and] I
got up and went up front.I don't normally ask the children where they are
from or who they are because I usually know them, but this one I did not
know and I said, "What's your name, child?" He looked up at me and said,
"I'm Raymond Avery Moody, the third." 9 Immediately his father appeared
to my mind and it says ... now!

Belle turned at once to Louise and said, "I need to talk with your
husband." Louise, somewhat taken aback, apparently replied with
words to the effect, "Oh, did you have one of these experiences
Raymond is writing about?" Belle - who had no idea who Raymond
Moody was but only knew he was the man to whom she was supposed
to speak - asked Louise, "What experiences are you referring to?"
When Louise said "near-death experiences," Belle said that she
supposed she did since she had been pronounced dead.

The outcome of this strange encounter was that shortly thereafter,
Raymond Moody was able to interview Belle, whose NDE is featured
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in his second book, Reflections on Life After Life (1977). Ironically,
at the time of their meeting in 1975, Moody's best seller-to-be, Life
After Life (1975), was still at the printers, and Belle herself had no
idea that she had just met the man whose name was destined to
become synonymous with the study of near-death experiences.
Furthermore, Louise Moody (1981) has independently confirmed all
the essential details of Belle's reconstruction of this event.

Belle herself concluded her account of this episode with these
words:

It was two days before we got together and this was in November of 1975,
and they left in April of 1976. We had become very close and loving
friends from that point on. It seemed to be a heck of a waste of time not
to have known him from 1971!

Prophetic Visions

Prophetic visions differ from PFFs in two principal ways: (1) they
relate to future events that have a global rather than a personal focus;
(2) they have a high degree of inter-subject consistency. It is this
latter characteristic that makes them especially remarkable just as it
was the overall similarities among NDEs in general that captured the
attention of researchers and the public alike during the 1970s. Never-
theless, given the consistency of these PVs, it is their specific con-
tent, as we shall shortly see, that arouses one's strong interest in their
possible prophetic character.

Most individuals reporting PVs 1 0 claim that the details of their
visions were given to them during their NDEs, often in association
with an encounter with guides or a being of light. In a few instances,
however, the visions seem to unfold subsequent to the NDE itself,
and it isn't clear whether the information was encoded during the
NDE. In any event, most of those who have described their PVs to
me state or imply that they know that they were given far more
information than they can now recall. Furthermore, several of them
observed that they were told they would not be able to recall much
of this information but would be given access to some of it when and
if it was needed. The following comment is typical of the way in
which the information is sensed to be stored and of the conditions
governing its retrieval:

At one point, I had complete knowledge of everything, from the beginning
of creation to the end of time . . . [but] I was told [by her guides] that I
would remain unconscious for five days so that all the things I had been
shown would not resurface, so they could be stored for future reference ...
When given this information, you are given ... the time ... when you can
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speak of it. If you were to ask me a question now . . . [and] if the time
wasn't for me to answer, I couldn't give you the answer (F1). 1 1

In most instances, however, there is a generalized recall of the broad
outlines of the scenario. The following remark is representative:

I also had the general knowledge of certain events . . . it's not that I can
pinpoint certain events . . . it's more like a general knowledge of things
that are going to take place (M3).

What is it that restores knowledge of the specific events in the PV
scenario? There seem to be various factors involved. One is the
temporal proximity of the event. A number of individuals stated that
within one to two days prior to an event they had foreseen, the
knowledge of its occurrence would resurface. For instance:

Three Mile Island. I knew it was going to happen! I don't know why.
Three Mile Island stuck in my mind . . . I knew it was going to happen, I
knew it was going to happen. I was telling Vicky ... .I told her it was going
to happen, and, do you know, two days later it happened (M2).

A second factor facilitating recall is a reminder of the original event.
We have already seen an example of this in Belle's recollection of
Raymond Moody when his son gave his name. In the case of PVs,
individuals have remarked that being in a certain physical location
reminded them of an event they had seen in their PV, and this would
bring it back. A third factor is one not associated with any conscious
knowledge of a particular trigger. Seemingly, spontaneous recall
operates here, although it is sometimes the respondent's post hoc
interpretation that it was simply time for this information to resurface.

The general scenario recounted in prophetic visions. I have already
indicated that the broad outlines of the PV are much the same for
different individuals. Indeed, PVs - as an aspect of NDEs - are
analogous to NDEs as a whole in the sense that though no two are
identical, the elements that comprise them occur again and again and
form a coherent pattern. Keeping in mind that the number of cases
of PVs in this sample is so small that any overall account must be
regarded as extremely provisional, it is nevertheless possible to give
the following summary of it. It is chiefly the fact that everyone I
have talked to has given me a PV that conforms, at least broadly, to
this model that emboldens me to offer it at all at this time.

There is, first of all, a sense of having total knowledge, but specifically one
is aware of seeing the entirety of the earth's evolution and history, from
the beginning to the end of time. The future scenario, however, is usually
of short duration, seldom extending much beyond the beginning of the
twenty-first century. The individual reports that in this decade there will
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be an increasing incidence of earthquakes, volcanic activity and generally
massive geophysical changes. There will be resultant disturbances in
weather patterns and food supplies. The world economic system will
collapse, and the possibility of nuclear war or accident is very great

(respondents are not agreed on whether a nuclear catastrophe will occur).
All of these events are transitional rather than ultimate, however, and they
will be followed by a new era in human history, marked by human
brotherhood, universal love, and world peace. Though many will die, the
earth will live. While agreeing that the dates for these events are not fixed,
most individuals feel that they are likely to take place during the 1980s.

Shortly, I will attempt to illustrate the various facets of the PV
scenario by reference to interview materials, but for now let me
present just a couple of summary statements from individuals who
wrote to me or answered questionnaires.

First, from a man who had his NDE in 1943:

Our period of trouble has begun, it seems, certainly as far as the elements
are concerned. I think you can expect to see some of the most disastrous
upheavals between now and 1988 that we have had in recorded history.
Most recently, the eruption of St. Helen's is an example. This will not only
be in the elements, but in the breakdown of interpersonal relationships,
between man and man, man and family, and nation and nation . . . My
own impression is that we are not facing the end of the world, but that we
are facing a great deal of upheaval until we have learned to stop being so
materialistic and turn to the job He gave us of truly learning to love
ourselves and one another (M5).

Next, from a woman who had her NDE in 1967, when she was
only seventeen years old:

The vision of the future I received during my near-death experience was
one of tremendous upheaval in the world as a result of our general
ignorance of the "true" reality. I was informed that mankind was breaking
the laws of the universe, and as a result of this would suffer. This suffering
was not due to the vengeance of an indignant God, but rather like the pain
one might suffer as a result of arrogantly defying the law of gravity. It was
to be an inevitable educational cleansing of the earth, that would creep up
upon its inhabitants, who would try to hide blindly in the institutions of
law, science, and religion. Mankind, I was told, was being consumed by the
cancers of arrogance, materialism, racism, chauvinism, and separatist think-
ing. I saw sense turning to nonsense, and calamity, in the end, turning to
providence.

At the end of this general period of transition, mankind was to be "born
anew," with a new sense of his place in the universe. The birth process,
however, as in all the kingdoms, was exquisitely painful. Mankind would
emerge humbled yet educated, peaceful, and, at last, unified (F4).

Now that we have some sense of the overall PV scenario, let us
look more closely at some of its specific features.
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Sense of total knowledge. In the state of consciousness a near-
death survivor enters when receptive to a PV, it appears that there is,
from a subjective point of view, total knowledge. This point has
already been made by F1, but another individual, M1, was even more
emphatic. He said that when he experienced this state of total
knowledge, it was not that he acquired this knowledge but that he
remembered it, that he was, in effect, all knowledge. Another
respondent, M3, commented that the being of light who was with
him at one point made a gesture with his right hand and there
followed a panoramic vision, impossible to describe, showing every-
thing "from the beginning of time to the end of time." Indeed, that
or a similar phrase was used by several respondents in referring to
their PVs.

Geophysical changes. Even though these near-death survivors often
claim to have this panoramic vision of both past and future, it is
future events that tend, not surprisingly, to be emphasized in their
accounts. And pre-eminent among them are various geophysical
changes that tend to be mentioned almost without exception in these
scenarios. The following excerpts from interviews will convey both
the range of the events foreseen as well as some of the conditions
under which this information appears to re-emerge.

Earthquakes

The seismic activity is going to increase terribly and the United States is
going to start suffering some great seismic problems (M2).

Well, it's like that earthquake that hit last week [in Italy]. I saw that
coming. I see a lot of them coming . . . There will be a series of disasters
happening (F2).

I saw earthquakes in South America, and in Italy, and the one that Greece
just had (Fl).

I kept thinking about Italy and I kept thinking about this earthquake, and
I wrote it down on a piece of paper ... I dunno, I was just reading and
thought of this earthquake in Italy. So, in September, this massive earth-
quake happened in Italy . . . I dunno, I saw it on TV and god-damn! I
thought I had seen it before. I knew I had seen the picture. I mean, I had
seen the pictures before! Pictures came on the screen of this earthquake
and the details and where it had happened and the map of it on TV, you
know, [and] I thought, God, I've seen this before! There was no mistake
in my mind (M6).

Volcanic Activity

I was shown Mt. St. Helen's eruption ... I was also shown other volcanoes
... I was shown Mt. St. Helen's ... and on May 18, Mt. St. Helen's really
erupted its heaviest, I turned to my husband and said, "Mt. St. Helen's just
blew its top," and the people there just laughed at me. Later that night we
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were watching TV and the very scenes that I had seen in my mind were
shown on the TV and no one continued to laugh at me then (Fl).

Land Mass Changes

Because of this pole shift [there is] a kind of magnetic pull [causing] the
continents to move toward each other . .. Along the east coast [of the
United States], there will be a significant rise in the tide because of the
polar melt (M3).

They [her guides] showed Florida breaking off from the mainland, land
rising and becoming an island (F2).

There may be a pole shift . . . there are going to be polar changes ... it's
not going to kill all the races off, but we're going to have to start again
from square one . .. There's going to be a larger land mass (F1).
It [a higher being] said that there was going to be stress on events. And I
saw mud slides . . . I saw California . . . I saw water pouring. I saw quick-
sand. I saw things shifting . . . [and] it looked like I was looking down on
islands . . . and I watched them tip and elongate and stretch and groan .. .
I'm interpreting this now as probably an indication of this pole shift
business (F5).

Meteorological changes. The geophysical changes just described
would naturally be expected to bring about a host of meteorological
disruptions in their wake. These changes, too, have been glimpsed by
near-death survivors who report PVs.

Oh, my God, that's going to be terrible. The weather is going to go crazy.
We're just as likely to have snow in the middle of the summer nowadays as
one hundred degree weather. . . I see droughts in other countries (M2).

I think around 1984, 1985, possibly even sooner, [we'll see] the beginnings
of droughts. I guess we are even suffering some of that now [1980] (M3).

Supply and economic breakdowns. Such drastic changes in the
world's physical state will necessarily disrupt commerce and, indeed,
every aspect of global life. Famine, social disorder, and economic
collapse will be the result. Here is just one brief summary of these
foreseen effects:

We'll start getting more droughts, which will bring about shortages in crops
and the shortage in crops will cause food prices to rise which will cause a
strain on the economic situation which is already going downhill. Also at
the same time . . . because of the shortage of food and the failing economy,
I see a strengthening of arms which causes tension . . . These kinds of
hostilities and [increasing] inflation start more hostilities (M3).

Nuclear war? These developments bring us, at least in the view of
the individuals under examination here, to the brink of nuclear
warfare. I place a question mark after the phrase, however, to indi-

cate that these near-death survivors do not seem to agree that there
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will be a war, only that the prospect of one (or a nuclear accident)
will be enormously heightened during the 1980s. 1 2 In what follows,
I will offer enough quotations, I think, to reflect accurately the
entire range of their views here.

First, there are those who sense that there will actually be a war:

Well, it'll start in the Middle East . . . and it will be the end. It'll be the
Third War (M2).

Anyway, by 1988, that will be the point when tensions finally grow to the
point [of a nuclear war]. Yeah. And just from my own feelings, I think it
will happen in April 1988 (M3).

Next are those who feel that, rather than a total war, there will be
either a misuse of nuclear energy or illegal underground testing and
that this will imperil humanity:

I can see a magnetized target of some kind and all this energy is being
focused on it . . . It's not like an explosion, it's like an implosion. And the
result of this process is going to produce . . . a tremendous amount of
energy. But the important thing about this aspect . . . well, it's a series of
negativisms that are going on around the earth and [as a result] the human
beings on the earth will experience rather extravagant things, happenings
and disruptions, and so on, starting very shortly and through this period of
time ... it will change everything (M4).

What I saw was warfare underground tests. And I saw a lot of shake-ups.
Seismic activity kicked off by cheaty tests that nobody is admitting. And
fallout . . . The word "nuclear skirmishes" if one can conceive of such a
thing . . . I saw the aftermath. I saw the explosion places. I saw a chunk of
New York City was gone ... (F5).

Finally, there are those who have a clear presentiment of a nuclear
holocaust but cannot claim that it is a certainty:

I had a sensation, a feeling that - of nuclear bombs falling and the bright
flash of the bomb . . . If people don't get their act together . .. there is
going to be a nuclear war . . . Every once in a while when I'm coming
home from work on the freeway, I get the feeling of a bomb going off.
I believe it might be in L.A. and there's a big flash, and I'll look over there
in the west and I'll see a big mushroom cloud (M7).

I had this series of dreams about this incredible threat of a war . . . This
dream is [pause] this threat of a nuclear war. And everyone is talking
about it. There was a great deal of tension about it. Things are very
desperate . . . it's extremely frightening. Extremely. And it's put me in a
state of near immobility. Because it's happening . . . I think it is in an
Olympic year . . . It's all armored vehicles. It's all on land. Tanks and half-
tracks. And soldiers as far as you can see them. And it's an offensive ... I
dunno, the phones are ringing off the hook. The U.N. is in joint session.
Everyone's talking about it . . . This stuff is controlling my life right now.
See, it's happening. It really is happening. This caused me to have a
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nervous breakdown, a nervous breakdown. And I don't know what to do
(M6). 1 3

A new era of peace and human brotherhood. Whether the earth is
shaken by natural catastrophes or nuclear warfare, or both, the earth
and the life upon it does survive. More than that, however: a New
Age emerges and the devastating changes that have preceded it are
understood to have been necessary purgations effecting the transfor-
mation of humanity into a new mode of being. By analogy, just as
the individual near-death survivor may have to experience the pain
and suffering associated with the trauma of almost dying before
positive personal transformation can take place (Ring, 1980), so the
world may need to undergo a "planetary near-death experience"
before it can awaken to a higher, more spiritual, collective conscious-
ness with universal love at its core. Religious symbology, and
Christian symbology in particular,1 4 is very evident here. It should
be emphasized that almost all the PVs I have encountered state or
imply a very positive outcome following years of destruction and
upheaval, however produced. The following quotations will provide
the flavor of this resolution:

At the end of this general period of transition, mankind was to be "born
anew," with a new sense of his place in the universe ... Mankind would
emerge humbled yet educated, peaceful, and, at last, unified (F4).

In 1989 ... I see a period when those who are good intentioned and those
who have acquired a type of level of spirituality of close bondedness of
human relationships, that the being of light, the Christlike figure will be
able to dwell among us. [1989] was the end. I just have a general knowing
of what was in 1989. Peace, contentment (M3).

[Christ] will come back and there will also be the Christ-like features in
other people. Yes, this is true, He is coming (F1).

It's like a renaissance. I feel really good in 2005 (F5).

These, then, are the major elements that comprise the PV scenario.
Before concluding this section, however, there are two ancillary
aspects of PVs we need to consider. The first has to do with the
timing of the events foreseen; the second, with their inevitability.

When does the scenario occur? Virtually all the near-death survi-
vors state or imply that the major geophysical and meteorological
changes forecast will begin during this decade. Probably most of
them would agree that the changes have already begun and will be
evident within a few years at most. The following sprinkling of brief
quotations will convey the common time frames used.

I believe the war will start in 1984 or 1985 (F3).
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I think you can expect to see some of the most disastrous upheavals
between now and 1988 (M5).

It is to be 1988 or was to be. That [would] be the year everything would
be wiped away, if we didn't change (Fl).

The seismic activity is going to [be] within the next ten years (M2).

[The war will] probably be in the next ten years (M7).

I think around 1984, 1985, possibly even sooner [will see] the beginnings
of droughts . . . Anyway, by 1988, that will be when tensions finally grow
to the point [of nuclear war] (M3).

I've been told we'll see signs of its approach ... There will be great natural
catastrophes, an assassination attempt on the Pope, an intensification of
the drug problem. Abortion will be legalized. Mercy killing will come to be
accepted, both for the senile and for deformed children. Since we've
already had most of those signs, I believe the three days of darkness [this
respondent's term for the holocaust] will come soon (M8).15

Is the scenario inevitable? The common view of the near-death
survivors who have these PVs is that not only is the scenario inevit-
able, but, properly understood (in the light of its outcome), it is
desirable and necessary. Nevertheless, few of these individuals would
argue that there is anything fixed concerning the exact dates involved
or specific events. Most seem convinced of the general direction of
the events that they feel they have glimpsed; none of them seems to
have a rigid conception of the details of that unfolding pattern.
Indeed, some openly admit that it can be affected to some degree by
human action and an openness to God. The following are representa-
tive views of these individuals regarding these matters:

Yes, it's inevitable . . . From now on, we're going to see the seismic activi-
ty all over the world, and the weather and all of it is pointing to the fact
that all that I'm saying is true ... and it's going to happen (M2).

I really feel that the destiny cannot be changed (F2).

I firmly believe now that there was a chance at one time but now we are
locked in, that there's no chance to turn back (M3).

[This scenario] is necessary, a necessary evil, if you want to call it that. It
is part of the evolution toward this oneness (M8).

There will be survivors, but it's inevitable (M7).

I would be the first to say that the Christ did not give me a definite date or
a definite series of events that I could look forward to but more or less
events that I saw in general that would be indicative of some of the events
of the future (M5).

It [was] given to me that in 1988, the world will be destroyed by earth-
quakes and volcanic eruptions but if the people will turn to God and
honor Him, some of these things will be put off. The time now ... is not
running as close to 1988 (Fl).
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DISCUSSION

In seeking to understand PFFs and PVs, two separate questions
need to be addressed, though the second one will pertain chiefly to
PVs. The first question is, since both PFFs and PVs purport to repre-
sent visions of the future, differing mainly only in their scope (i.e.,
personal vs. global), how should we evaluate this claim? In para-
psychology this issue is treated as the problem of precognition. That
is, how is it possible, if it is possible at all, to have paranormal
knowledge of future events? The second question is, what in any
event are we to make of the content of PVs? Are these indeed likely
to be prognostic visions of our planetary future or can they be ex-
plained on other grounds entirely? In part, the answer to the second
question may depend on the first.

The Issue of Precognition

In the last ten years there has been renewed interest on the part of
parapsychologists, philosophers, physicists, and mathematicians in
the problem of precognition (Dean, 1974; White and Krippner, 1977;
Braude, 1981; Tart, 1981), and many different theories have been
proposed though no one theory has as yet achieved general accep-

tance. It would take us too long to describe each of these theories,
but suffice it to say that most of them are based on either topologi-
cal models (Rosen, 1977; Greene, 1980), biogravitational fields
(Toben, Sarfatti and Wolf, 1975), hyperspace models (Tiller, 1977;
Muses, 1977), or superluminal (i.e., faster than light) processes
(Feinberg, 1969; Beynam, 1977).16 Whether any of these theories
will eventually be recognized as offering a general solution to the
problem of precognition, they at least can hold open the hope that
such phenomena will one day be brought into the net of scientific
theory.

At a phenomenological level, however, there is no doubt whatever
that in altered states of consciousness there can be a total collapse of
one's linear time sense (Tart, 1969; Wilber, 1979). This is not only an
axiom of the literature on mystical experience in general, but I have
previously shown (Ring, 1980) that it is particularly common in
NDEs. For that reason, I proposed (Ring, 1980; Ring, 1981) that
only a hyperspace model (such as Greene's, for example) can account
for paranormal aspects of NDEs. For example, a four dimensional
theory of consciousness that would have the effect of "spatializing"
time (Greene, 1980) could make sense of the apparent precognitive
phenomena we have considered.
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Although it is not possible for most people to visualize four
dimensions, 1 7 an intuitive grasp of this kind of formulation can be

afforded by this analogy. Suppose that you are a character in some-
one else's novel. Suppose further that you are completely identified
with that character as you go through your life. Suddenly, you ex-
perience an altered state of consciousness and are "lifted up" to a
higher dimension in which you are identified with the mind of the
author of the novel in which you have been a character. In this
moment, you have total knowledge of your past and your future, for

you have a complete grasp of the character's life's trajectory (in-
cluding his death on page 269). All at once, however, you are
"returned" to your ordinary consciousness where past is past and
future is future, but, even though you are again identified with your
character, you retain a few isolated fragments of the total knowledge
you had when you were conscious of a higher dimension. You know,
for example, that one day you will be living in Finland ...

This of course is only an analogy (not an explanation), but some-
thing like this seems to happen to near-death survivors reporting
either PFFs or PVs, and hyperspace models do allow for such possi-
bilities. Therefore, it seems to me at least conceivable that the kind
of phenomena reported in this study could not only be true but
could, in principle, yield to scientific understanding. At this point,
however, it is simply not possible to make a definitive judgment, one
way or the other, but we have sufficient grounds, I believe, to argue
that PFFs and PVs could reflect paranormal precognitive knowledge.
To go beyond this statement will require contemporary psychology
to transcend its "Newtonian" models of consciousness and explore
the equivalent of "quantum mechanical" conceptions.

The Interpretation of Prophetic Visions

If we assume, for the sake of argument, that precognition is pos-

sible, then it follows that PVs could represent advance visionary
knowledge of the earth's future. 18 Of course, there are a variety of

alternative interpretations that are also conceivable, and unless there
are compelling reasons to discount them, there is no compunction
whatever for us to endorse the apocalyptic visions of these near-
death survivors as holding any special prognostic significance for the
human race. In any case, the interpretation of PVs - remembering
also their small number - needs to be made with utmost caution,

particularly given their extreme content and their capacity, if taken
seriously, to generate a wide range of individual and collective reac-

tions based on fear, hysteria, or simply passivity.
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In this portion of this paper, therefore, I will consider and evaluate
five possible interpretations of PVs and will conclude by suggesting
some empirical procedures by which these alternatives can be
assessed more rigorously.

The psychodynamic interpretation. One possibility that quickly
comes to mind is that PVs of the kind we have considered might be
of psychodynamic origin. It has been suggested, for example, that
these near-death survivors are simply projecting their own fears of
the future or their unconscious conflicts onto the world scene. Their
own fears of annihilation, then, are given an external apocalyptic
locus. Another variant of this kind of interpretation has it that the
individual who was, after all, very close to death has unconsciously
registered the physical symptoms of his near-death state and has used
them as an inadvertent basis on which to generalize to "the death of
the world." That is, since he is dying, he somehow transforms this
into "the world is dying."

Though superficially plausible, these psychodynamic interpreta-
tions have certain flaws. For example, the fact that all the PVs have a
similar form and content makes the first psychodynamic interpreta-
tion unlikely. Why only these PVs? Why not a greater variety of pro-
jected global futures since near-death survivors can be expected, like
the rest of us, to have a considerable range of expectations of the
future? Yet only one scenario seems to surface in the PVs we have
examined. Similarly, the second interpretation has difficulty in ex-
plaining the beauty, peace, and other extremely positive features of
the NDEs these near-death survivors also report. 19 If people are
generalizing their own apparent near-death state to the world at
large, we would not expect the NDE to have the form and content
that has been so often recounted by near-death survivors, including
those under study here.

Accordingly, I am inclined to look elsewhere for an explanation of
the PV.

The archetypal interpretation. Michael Grosso (1982) has suggested
an archetypal interpretation for the visionary aspect of NDEs. The
underlying idea here is that the typical PV scenario is a reflection of
a universal death-rebirth motif that is found in mythology and
religion and, furthermore, can be experienced directly in certain pro-
found altered states of consciousness. For example, the work of
Perry (1974) has demonstrated such an archetype in some acute
psychotic states, and Grof's (1975) research with psychedelics has
disclosed a clear death-rebirth archetype in conjunction with peri-
natal (birth-related) memories. Under the circumstances prevailing at
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the time of the NDEs reported in this paper, it is certainly reasonable
to assume that a personal near-death drama could be experienced
symbolically at this archetypal level.

In my judgment, it is cogent to argue that at least some aspects of
NDEs may represent archetypal imagery, but such an interpretation
is in itself unable to explain two common features of PVs, viz., their
specificity and their (apparent) paranormal character. Therefore, it
again seems that a comprehensive explanation for PVs will have to be
sought elsewhere.

The Zeitgeist interpretation. There is no doubt that escatological
ideas are rampant (e.g., Goodman, 1979; White, 1980) as we ap-
proach the end of the millenium. In addition to the Bible, popular
books and contemporary Christian thought have given a great deal of
salience to images of widespread destruction and devastation. The
early 1980s have also seen an increasing concern with the likelihood
of a nuclear war, and large-scale social protest movements have re-
sulted, particularly in Europe. All of these fears and expectations,
however, have been "in the air" for some time. Is it not possible,
then, that near-death survivors are simply "picking up on" what
many people already think and feel? 20 If this were so, no special
weight need be given these visions, as the following excerpt (from a
near-death survivor) makes clear:

I'm acutely aware of all the "visions" and predictions of late across the
globe about war, but I recognize a sameness to them that occurred once
before that I can remember - and that was in April of 1969. About six
months before a certain date in April (can't remember which one),
psychics suddenly started declaring that on that date California would sink
into the ocean and the West Coast would be destroyed. Everyone started
picking up the same date in their dreams - everywhere - be they psychic
or not. A hit song was written about it, warning everyone to boat up to
Idaho. I picked it up too, along with everyone else I knew ... That crazy
date was poppin up everywhere. We all held our breath. It didn't happen.
There was a sm earthquake, but not too bad. California held.

This kind of incident (and undoubtedly many other similar conta-
gions have occurred, without result) should give us pause that even a
collectively shared vision such as the PV must have predictive signifi-
cance. Until some of the empirical checks I will suggest shortly can
be carried out, the Zeitgeist interpretation, it seems to me, cannot be
ruled out as a possible explanatory factor in the occurrence of PVs.

The prophetic interpretation. This, of course, is the interpretation
that most of those who have had PVs would give of their experience.
Some of these near-death survivors, in fact, while not claiming the
status of prophets, nevertheless feel that their role might be similar.
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For example, one person remarked:

I know in the past God has had prophets of all different religions and I'm
not what you could call a prophet, but yet I have been given some message
to give to the people from God (Fl).

Another individual said he felt that:

. . . my job is not to bring back the message of fear and hopelessness, but a
message of love and hope (M5).

Finally, Alex Tanous, referring to his vision, says that while he has
made countless predictions and forecasts, he has

. . . made only one prophecy . . . My prophecy involves the future of
mankind (Tanous, p. 165) (M8).

Of course, a prophecy is, in any event, not necessarily a preview of
a certainty but a conditional statement (e.g., unless these changes are
made, then . . . or if these conditions continue to prevail, then ... ;
and so on). Therefore, a prophecy could conceivably be "true" even
though the event prophesized does not occur. This makes it con-
venient for the prophet but difficult for the researcher who is look-
ing for a clear confirmation or disconfirmation of a PV.

Since the major events of the PV have not yet occurred, there is,
in one sense, no way this interpretation can be tested. Yet there are
still some suggestive indications that bear on its a priori plausibility
(quite apart from the cogency of other alternatives). One is that at
least some of the specific predictions that have been made by near-
death survivors who have reported PVs have been wrong. Another is
that, to my knowledge, there are only retroactive claims of successful
predictions. Neither of these points greatly undermines the prophetic
interpretation at this stage, but neither do they serve to increase
one's confidence in it. I will shortly suggest some other means by
which it can be evaluated before its predictions are "due" to be
fulfilled.

The alternative futures interpretation. A woman once wrote to me
describing a detailed and vivid out-of-body experience that had
occurred to her in conjunction with an apparent near-death incident
involving her pregnancy. What made this case unique in my records
was her own assertion that as far as she could determine afterward
none of the events that she had "seen" while out of her body had
actually taken place! Yet her account had all of the realistic detail
usually reported by persons whose recollections tally with the facts
(e.g., Sabom, 1982). How is such an anomaly to be explained?

One possibility is suggested by the hypothesis of alternate futures.
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This notion is based on the so-called many-worlds interpretation of
quantum mechanics (see, e.g., Zukav, 1979), but there is reason to
think that this hypothesis may be applicable to psychology as well as
physics. Let me briefly delineate the hypothesis in the context of
modern physics, following which I will try to show its possible
relevance to the phenomena of PVs.

In quantum physics it is not possible to predict individual out-
comes of sub-atomic processes. In this realm, all one can do is predict
probabilities of outcomes. For example, of three possible alternatives,
A, B, C, one might be able to predict that the chance of A occurring
is 60 percent, B, 30 percent, and C, 10 percent. But in any given
instance, one would not be able to state which of these outcomes
would in fact occur. Nevertheless, let us say that in this case, out-
come B is observed. How are we to understand this event?

The conventional (Copenhagen) interpretation argues that each
potential outcome is associated with a wave function. At the instant
of occurrence, however, the wave functions associated with out-
comes A and C "collapse" while the wave associated with B is in
effect "converted" into a certainty. Thus, the instruments of detec-
tion register outcome B.

In 1957, however, another interpretation was suggested by
Everett, Wheeler, and Grahman (Everett, 1957). Their view, the
many-worlds interpretation, holds that all three outcomes actually
occur, but in different and forever separate universes. Outcome B
happens to be the occurrence registered in our physical universe and
thus can be measured, but outcomes A and C also happen - but they
happen "elsewhere." Despite its apparent outlandishness and un-
testable character, the many-worlds interpretation is taken seriously
by not a few modern physicists.

Now Greene (1980) has already pointed out that in principle
hyperspace conceptions of consciousness imply the existence of
"potential futures." If this is so and if PVs lend themselves to hyper-
space interpretations, it is possible that an occasional near-death
survivor will become aware not just of one but of several alternate
futures, only one of which might occur in our reality.

This theoretical possibility has recently received some preliminary
support. The last interview I conducted for this study (with F5) dis-
closed just such an outcome: a view of multiple possible futures.

In this case, the respondent had an NDE (her second) when she
nearly drowned at the age of fourteen (in 1956). She relates that
while out of the body and above the water, one part of her conscious-
ness focused on the body below her and the requirements to save
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that body. Her consciousness split, however, and another part was
aware of:

... three lines of trajectories that would lead toward futures ... Each of
them is an alternate arrangement of things I saw (F5).

She referred to these trajectories as Futures A, B, and C, respectively.
I will briefly describe them here. Future A was a future that would
have developed if certain events had not taken place around the time
of Pythagoras three thousand years ago, It was a future of peace and
harmony, marked by the absence of religious wars and of a Christ
figure. Future B was, in effect, the classic PV scenario I have
delineated in this paper. Future C was an even more destructive ver-
sion of Future B. Both Futures B and C projected to her simulta-
neous images associated with these separate future tracks from about
the end ofthe century backward toward 1956; this was also true for
the future-oriented events of the non-realized Future A except that
these images were fewer and less detailed than those connected with
B and C. F5 seems to feel that we are currently headed for Future B.

This individual, then, was aware of three potential futures, only
two of which had to her any present possibility of manifesting on
earth (since Future A was only a "might have been"). How many
potential futures there might be is, of course, impossible to know,
but that there may indeed be potential futures, set to unfold for us
like plays already written but not produced, 2 1 is made more
plausible by F5's account of her NDE.

It is possible, therefore, that respondents reporting PVs may have
"tapped into" only one of a set of alternate future scenarios and, not
having any reason to suspect other possibilities, have mistaken their
alternate future scenario for the future. In this way, these PVs may
convey to them a sense of absolute certitude concerning the shape of
the future but still be in error. Again, to use quantum physics as the
basis for an analogy, one could say that what they have become
aware of is the certainty of aprobability.

Of course, even if the alternate futures interpretation outlined
here is correct, one would still have to ask: why are reports of PVs
seemingly limited to the one future we have described?

Empirical Procedures for Evaluating PVs

We have already come to appreciate some of the difficulties
associated with the evaluation of PVs and the various interpretations
that have been given for them. Nevertheless, from an empirical
standpoint, we are far from helpless here. I want to offer the follow-
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ing suggestions for ways to bring empirical procedures to bear on PVs.
First, it's obvious that our data base of such cases is almost ludi-

crously small - especially in the light of the "heavy" generalizations
that rest on them. The first task, then, is to increase our sample of
PVs. Doing so will not only bring us more data on PVs, but it may
show that certain interpretations (e.g., the psychodynamic one) have
been prematurely dismissed, especially if we can obtain supplementary
information on certain personality features of near-death survivors
reporting PVs. Greater heterogeneity of PVs would, if found, also
lower the subjective probability that the particular PV scenario
described here has prophetic significance.

Second, it's important to determine what the prevailing concep-
tions of the short-run future are, both among near-death survivors
and the general public. To the extent that others share a sense of the
future of the kind implied by the PVs we have reviewed here, that
would indirectly support the Zeitgeist interpretation. In undertaking
such investigations, one could also assess the role of religious beliefs
in structuring one's view of the future as well as determining what
other factors (including personal non-NDE visions) have influenced
that view.

Finally, to determine the possible prophetic nature of PVs, one
must make an attempt to discover whether any specific predictions
about global events can be recorded in advance. This would solve the
problem of the unsupported retrospective claim of such predictions
often made by those reporting PVs. For just this reason, we have
established at the International Association for Near-Death Studies a
Premonitions Registry. Anyone who wishes to record a premonition
of a future event relevant to a PV may write or call (203-486-4170)
us. Near-death studies researchers may also record such data with us.
In this way, it might be possible to assess the prognostic value of
these PVs before the major events predicted take place.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, I have presented some preliminary findings sugges-
tive of the possibility that a small minority of near-death survivors
may have had glimpses of the future disclosed to them during or
after their NDEs. Personal flashforwards (PFFs) offer intriguing hints
that one's personal future may in some sense independently exist as
part of a "life design" that only gradually unfolds in manifestation.
Recent hyperspace theories of precognition may be able to account
for such phenomena. Prophetic visions (PVs) relate to the earth's
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future over the next twenty years and reveal a noteworthy consis-
tency across independent reports. PVs suggest an approaching time
of widespread catastrophic change, beginning in the 1980s. Because
of the implications ofthese PVs, I urge that the phenomenon be
investigated much more extensively before reaching any conclusions.
This is certainly one new direction in near-death studies that deserves
further and careful exploration.

NOTES

1. I wish to express my thanks to the Academy of Religion and
Psychical Research for its support for some of the research re-
ported in this paper. I am also indebted to the following col-
leagues for their constructive comments on an earlier draft of
the manuscript: F. Gordon Greene, Bruce Greyson, Michael
Grosso, John White, and Mark Woodhouse.

2. These terms should not be taken to imply that the personal
flashforwards are necessarily precognitive (i.e., that the events
foreseen will actually take place) or that the prophetic visions
will prove to be accurate. That they may (in some cases) be so is

p ossible, but the labels used here to refer to them reflect the
rame of reference and interpretation of the experient. I will

address this point later in this paper.
3. In particular, I need to acknowledge Raymond Moody's en-

couragement to re-interview several of his respondents con-
cerning their PVs. In addition, Joe Green kindly provided a
transcript of an interview he conducted with a near-death sur-
vivor who related a PV. Finally, I want to thank John Audette
for bringing my attention to PVs for the first time in 1977.

4. My reasons for this statement will be apparent later.
5. I have discussed these NDE decisional points at length in Life at

Death (see Chapter 4).
6. Other persons who have had PFFs based on NDEs occurring in

childhood have also claimed that they were aware of devices
then of which they only later learned the names.

7. She was also one of the thirteen respondents in my sample to
disclose a prophetic vision; I will return to that portion of her
experience later in this paper.

8. Belle said that after meeting Moody, she realized that the man
she had sometimes noticed jogging must have been Moody, but
she had never paid much attention to him or glanced at his face.

9. It was unusual for Avery to introduce himself in this fashion.
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According to Belle's account:

. . . What was even stranger . . . was that he gave me his full name.
They said he never, never gives his full name, Raymond Avery
Moody, the third. This was the first time he had ever given out the
full name. And that was my signal and his father immediately ap-
peared in my mind and I knew who he was and that it was time to
talk to him, to give him certain information.

From my own knowledge of the Moody family, I can also attest
to the fact that their son, Avery, is always referred to by that
name.

10. It is my impression that an unusually high proportion of near-
death survivors reporting PVs have had particularly deep or pro-
longed NDEs. In addition, virtually all of them have related an
encounter with a "higher being" or beings of some kind, which
is not typical of most NDEs.

11. In this section, for purposes of cross-referencing quotations, I
will give each respondent a code label. F and M denote female
and male, respectively.

12. This, of course, is probably the view of most persons at this
time in history. The near-death survivors differ here only in
their claim that they have already had a vision of these
developments.

13. A few observations about this case are in order here. M6 was
interviewed jointly by Raymond Moody and me on November 19,
1981. On this occasion, M6 described a series of precognitive
dreams he had had, following his NDE, in which he had seen
scenes of events that later came to pass. He believes that what
appeared to him in these dreams were scenes he originally saw
during his NDE. Since his "track record" with previous dreams
was so accurate, his series of dreams about a nuclear war are
naturally extremely disquieting to him. He seems to believe that
the Olympic year in question is 1984. Interestingly enough, M6,
at the time of this NDE, chose to "override" the decision of the
luminous beings he encountered. They said that they wanted
him to go with them "because we don't want you to see and
experience things that will happen otherwise that will hurt you
a great deal." M6 insisted on returning, however.

14. Most, though not all, of the thirteen near-death survivors here
are Christians.

15. This quotation is from the book, Beyond Coincidence (1976),
by the well-known psychic, Alex Tanous, whom I also inter-
viewed for this project. In it he states that his vision came to
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him in the fall of 1967, well before many of the "signs" that
have now occurred took place. The quote is from his chapter,
Three Days of Darkness (pp. 165-169), which describes his
vision in detail. In his (1982) interview with me, he stated that
his initial understanding of his vision has only been reinforced
by recent events.

16. Obviously, these models are not mutually exclusive.
17. There have been a few gifted persons, however, with the ability

to become aware of or even to "visualize" four dimensional
forms (see, e.g., Coxeter, 1972). I am grateful to F. Gordon
Greene for pointing this out to me.

18. This thesis would be even more compelling if it could be shown
that certain individuals who have reported PVs have also had
PFFs that came to pass.

19. It might seem that the highly positive final outcome stated or
implied in PVs could represent a projection of the tremendous
peace individuals often experience while on the threshold of
death, but the fact that my respondents typically report that
their feelings of peace and well-being preceded their PV mili-
tates against this interpretation.

20. I am currently conducting a research project to determine how
widespread this apocalyptic orientation is in the public at large.

21. Perhaps the concept of alternate futures would help to make
sense of those predictions by psychics and clairvoyants that
prove false. In any event, this interpretation would imply that
those failures might be attributable to individuals tuning into
alternate futures that do not manifest rather than assuming that
they represent the inability to distinguish fantasy from psychic
imagery.
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Pathophysiology of Stress-Induced Limbic
Lobe Dysfunction: A Hypothesis for NDEs

Daniel Carr
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ABSTRACT

Near-death experiences (NDEs) bear a strong resemblance to complex hallucina-
tions associated with limbic lobe dysfunction. To date, no convincing explana-
tion of the pathogenesis of NDEs has been presented, but the recent recognition
of endogenous opioid peptides has provoked speculation that secretion of such
neurohormones may be related to the placidity and analgesia observed early in
NDEs. The present paper reviews electrophysiological data (not cited, to the
author's knowledge, in the thanatologic literature) in support of a novel
hypothesis that endorphins and enkephalins along with other centrally active
peptide neurohormones may, by virtue of their capacity to provoke hippocampal
neuronal activity, trigger the characteristic limbic lobe syndrome of NDEs and
hence produce a constellation of effects in addition to passivity and anesthesia.
Because there is ample evidence to suggest that the metabolism of neuro-
hormones undergoes disruption both centrally and peripherally during precisely
those sorts of stress in which NDEs typically occur, it is plausible that suc
behaviorally active peptides are the long sought-after "endogenous hallucinogens"
of agonal states.

INTRODUCTION

In recent years considerable interest has arisen in cataloging
patients' reactions in many instances of near death (Ring, 1982).
From this work has emerged recognition of a strikingly uniform
pattern of psychological responses during many such episodes in-
volving individuals of varied ethnic, cultural, religious, and racial
backgrounds (Moody, 1975; Osis and Haraldsson, 1977). Indeed, an
argument may be made that the uniformity of near-death experi-
ences (NDEs), particularly their noetic quality (Noyes and Kietti,
1976; Stevenson and Greyson, 1979), may have contributed to the
formation of parallel religious beliefs in widely separated cultures
(Aries, 1981). While certain parallels have been drawn between NDEs
and subjective responses to well-characterized stimuli such as
anesthesia or hypercarbia (Meduna, 1950), a unitary explanation of
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NDEs in physiological terms has not yet been accomplished. The
purpose of the present paper is to describe a novel, plausible patho-
physiological mechanism to account for the occurrence of NDEs
during stress.

NDE as Neurologic Syndrome

The vividness of NDEs is frequently felt by their experients to be
evidence of their reality, and to distinguish NDEs from hallucina-
tions. Yet the clinical literature on hallucinations clearly distinguishes
between real and pseudo-hallucinations, the former having the
character of objectivity and the latter having the character of
subjectivity (Keup, 1970; Siegel and West, 1975). A complementary
formulation regards absence or presence of insight as the most im-
portant difference between real and pseudo-hallucinations (Hare,
1973). A recent review of complex hallucinations points out that
both subcortical and allocortical structures are likely to be involved
in the production of these phenomena (Trimble, 1981). Thus, the
vividness of NDEs need not be taken as proof of their reality, but
rather may be viewed as a clinical clue helping to suggest the
particular brain structures in which dysfunction occurs.

The latter view, that analysis of NDEs in neurological terms may
permit identification of malfunctioning brain regions, is not nove.
Indeed, several authors have expressed the view that NDEs are
symptoms of limbic lobe dysfunction, in that many features of NDEs
(depersonalization, involuntary memory recall, intense emotions
such as euphoria, and auditory, visual, or kinetic hallucinations) are
present in cases of hyperactivity of limbic lobe neurons (Moody,
1975; Ring, 1980; Rodin, 1981; Sabom, 1982; Siegel, 1981). The
hyperactivity of limbic lobe neurons giving rise to clinical symptoms
resembling NDEs may be spontaneous, as in temporal lobe epilepsy
(Merritt, 1973) or iatrogenic, as in cases of electrical brain stimula-
tion (West, 1962; Penfield and Perot, 1963).

Emerging evidence supports the view that limbic lobe neuronal
hyperactivity may arise as a consequence of local action of
endogenous peptide hormones during times of physical stress (Nicoll
et al, 1977; Urca et al, 1977; Frenk et al, 1978a, 1978b; Henriksen
et al, 1978). Because the latter observations are key to our hypothe-
sis, it is appropriate to review evidence that the limbic lobe is rich in
centrally active peptides and their receptors, that the metabolism of
such peptides is abnormal during severe stress, and that the release of
such peptides locally within the limbic lobe may trigger abnormal
discharge of limbic lobe neurons during stress. In the interest of

76



Limbic Lobe Dysfunction and NDEs 77

clarity, we will emphasize results obtained for the peptide hormones
termed endorphins because these compounds have been particularly
well studied. However, many other peptide neurotransmitters and
neuromodulators have recently been identified in the central nervous
system (Barchas et al, 1978; Martin and Krieger, 1981), and might be
expected to have altered metabolism during stress.

Endorphins and Their Receptors in Limbic Lobe

In the early 1970s, several laboratories observed specific binding
of radiolabelled narcotics and antagonists to brain membranes. In
other words, they produced evidence that the brain, certain regions
more than others, contains receptors specific for opiates (Kuhar et al,
1973; Way, 1979). This insight was followed in short order by isola-
tion of the endogenous, naturally occurring substances that ordinarily
interact with these receptors, in the absence of exogenously ad-
ministered opiates. The first such substances to be isolated were
termed enkephalins and proved to be peptides comprised of five
amino acids each. Subsequent work has demonstrated that there is a
second class of peptide hormones - sharing some structural features
yet derived from a distinct precursor - that also interact with brain
opiate receptors. The first class comprises not only the two enkephalin
pentapeptides that were isolated first but also co-synthesized pep-
tides including several of exceedingly high narcotic potency. The
second class of compounds, termed endorphins, comprises a distinct
group of peptides of which the most potent as a narcotic is the 31
amino acid peptide, beta-endorphin (B-EP). Other molecules
synthesized from the same precursor as B-EP include adrenocortico-
tropic hormone (ACTH), melanocyte-stimulating hormones, and re-
lated fragments that bring about remarkable behavioral effects upon
attention, learning, and memory (Morley et al, 1980), even in in-
stances in which these related fragments possess little or no activity
as narcotics (De Wied, 1981). (Current usage employs the term
"endorphins" to refer to the peptides in both groups, but in this
paper we shall not follow this convention.) The regional distribution
within brain neurons of enkephalins differs somewhat from the
distribution of endorphins, as might be expected for these two
complementary, related, yet distinct systems (Rossier et al, 1977b;
Watson et al, 1978). Receptors for enkephalins and endorphins are
found in parallel to the concentrations of their endogenous ligands.
It is clear that, particularly for the enkephalins but also for the
endorphins, the structures that collectively comprise the limbic
lobe - hypothalamus, hippocampus, septum, amygdala, portions of
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the cerebral cortex such as the temporal lobe, and the reticular
formation of the midbrain (Martin et al, 1977) - are richly supplied
with receptors for endogenous opioids as well as these compounds
themselves. Again, a wealth of other evidence supports the view that
opioid peptides are but two classes among many other peptide and
amino acid neurotransmitters and neuromodulators that are present
and that exert significant behavioral effects, within the central
nervous system (Barchas et al, 1978; Martin and Krieger, 1981;
Miihlethaler, Dreifuss and Gihwiler, 1982).

Stress Effects on Endorphin Metabolism

Recognition that ACTH and B-EP are synthesized together as parts
of a larger, common precursor immediately prompted researchers to
test whether the release of ACTH into blood during stress was
paralleled by a release of beta-endorphin, and a variety oflaboratories
working independently promptly confirmed that this is so (Guillemin
et al, 1977; Nakao et al, 1978). This result is important because
ACTH release during stress has long been the subject of intensive
study, and much if not all of the experimental results derived for
ACTH may therefore be assumed to be true pari passu for B-EP. In
particular, hypotension has been recognized to be a potent stimulus
for ACTH secretion (Gann et al, 1978), and thus it was logical to
presume that B-EP may also be released during hypotension. Were
B-EP to act as does morphine to further lower blood pressure during
hypovolemic shock, then administration of narcotic antagonists
might be of benefit during shock. This hypothesis appears to be
valid, in that administration of the narcotic antagonist naloxone
during experimental and clinical hypovolemic shock has been asso-
ciated with prompt elevation of systemic blood pressure and im-
proved survival (Holaday and Faden, 1978; Faden and Holaday,
1979), and even prevention of stroke (Hosobuchi et al, 1982). Other
stimuli known previously to evoke ACTH release, and recently
shown to evoke B-EP release as well, include infection (Carr et al,
1982), hypoxemia (Wardlaw et al, 1979), hypoglycemia (Nakao et al,
1979), psychological stress (e.g., restraint or pain), electroshock
therapy, exercise (Carr et al, 1981), and ether anesthesia. It is clear,
therefore, that just as ACTH has long been recognized to be a stress-
responsive hormone, so, too, is B-EP.

The peripheral actions of B-EP (other than producing hypoten-
sion) remain to be clarified, but the principal action of ACTH re-
leased into the blood is to cause release of cortisol and other steroid
hormones from the adrenal cortex (Martin et al, 1977). In this re-
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gard, early studies on plasma levels of adrenal steroid hormones are
pertinent: plasma concentrations of such hormones were greatly
elevated in patients studied shortly before their death, regardless of
their underlying diagnoses (Perkoff et al, 1954). Indirectly, therefore,
such studies provide evidence in support of pituitary-adrenal activa-
tion in the pre-terminal state.

For technical reasons relating to their rapid metabolic degradation,
studies of circulating enkephalins have proceeded much more slowly.
The principal site of release of enkephalins into the blood appears to
be the adrenal medulla, and they appear to be co-secreted along with
epinephrine and norepinephrine. Many studies have confirmed that
plasma levels of the latter two compounds rise promptly during
stress, so one would expect that the enkephalins will prove to do so
as well. Recent preliminary findings provide support for this view
(Boarder et al, 1982).

Complicating the analysis of stress effects on endorphin or
enkephalin metabolism is the existence of distinct compartments in
which these compounds are synthesized, stored, and released. Thus,
brain levels of B-EP may fail to rise during stimuli that provoke
release of B-EP into the blood (Rossier et a, 1977a), or to change
after non-physiologic interventions such as removal of the pituitary
(which causes a marked decline in blood levels) or after treatment
with exogenous steroid hormones (which also results in a decline of
blood levels). On the other hand, studies of the response of central
B-EP levels, or levels of B-EP in cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) surround-
ing the brain, during profound physiologic stress such as sepsis or
hypovolemia are only now forthcoming (Carr et al, 1982). Preliminary
results from such studies indicate that CSF levels of B-EP may rise
significantly during such stress, although the source of such eleva-
tions has not been pinpointed, and a reflow of this substance from
blood into brain cannot yet be excluded. Analysis of simultaneous
blood and CSF levels of vasopressin, another centrally active pitui-
tary hormone, during experimental hemorrhage has shown that while
blood levels rise promptly and markedly, CSF levels also rise signifi-
cantly, though more slowly (Wang et al, 1981). The source of the
CSF vasopressin in that study was shown to be the brain, rather than
reflow from plasma. Increased central opioid activity during stress is
further indicated by a host of studies of other pituitary hormones
such as prolactin and luteinizing hormone, whose secretion is
modulated by endorphin and enkephalin within the brain, and also
by many separate demonstrations that stress-induced analgesia is at
least partially reversed by narcotic antagonists.
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It should be kept in mind when analyzing the behavior of central
levels of B-EP during stress, and the relationship between central and
peripheral levels of this hormone, that the blood-brain barrier opens
in many instances of stress. Therefore, even negative studies showing
that peripherally administered synthetic B-EP does not enter brain or
CSF must be viewed as preliminary in that such studies are, as a rule,
carried out in unstressed subjects and hence in conditions of maxi-
mum integrity of the blood-brain barrier.

Apart from the above considerations, there is an overwhelming
consensus that the secretion of pituitary peptides occurs in response
to the secretion of releasing factors by the brain, and the delivery of
these factors down the portal vessels leading to the pituitary. There-
fore, in circumstances of abnormally intense secretion of pituitary
hormones, it is probable that brain production and/or release of re-
leasing factors is itself abnormal. Well-documented evidence exists
that releasing factors per se may influence the discharge of central
neurons, and also that anatomical pathways exist by which pituitary
hormones may be transported "retrograde" up the pituitary stalk
into the brain (Bergland and Page, 1978).

To summarize: a firm consensus now exists that peripheral secre-
tion of B-EP and the enkephalins is augmented during stress, and the
likelihood is strong that concurrent disruptions of central endorphin
and enkephalin metabolism also occur during the sorts of trauma and
illness in which NDEs arise. It is reasonable to suppose that parallel
changes occur as well in the metabolism of a variety of other less
well-studied neurohormones.

Endorphin Actions on Limbic Neurons

It has long been appreciated that a side effect of morphine is to
lower the seizure threshold (Urca et al, 1977; Frenk et al, 1978b).
Characterization of enkephalins and endorphins has been followed
by many studies of their electrophysiologic actions (Gahwiler and
Herrling, 1981; Lewis et al, 1981). Enkephalins, when applied to
many brain areas, suppress neuronal discharge, but within the hippo-
campus, enkephalins appear to inhibit discharge of interneurons,
which are themselves inhibitory (Lee et al, 1980; Nicoll et al, 1977
and 1980). That is, the microinjection of enkephalins or analogs in-
duces localized seizure activity by causing a release of normally
present inhibition (Frenk et al, 1978a; Zieglgansberger et al, 1979;
Dunwiddie et al, 1980; Gahwiler, 1980; Haas and Ryall, 1980). As
for the endorphins, preliminary observations of rats given intra-
cerebral injections of B-EP suggested that the animals were rendered
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catatonic, because they adopted a posture of waxy rigidity such that
they would remain motionless even when stretched between two
bookends. When electroencephalograms were obtained, it was at
once apparent that the animals were experiencing intense limbic lobe
neuronal hyperactivity without obvious signs of convulsion (Bloom
et al, 1978; Henriksen et al, 1978). In related studies, anticonvulsant
medications used to treat petit mal epilepsy were effective in block-
ing seizures induced by the application of enkephalins to the rat
brain, but agents used in cases of grand mal epilepsy were not,
suggesting a specific role for enkeph ins in the pathogenesis of petit
mal epilepsy (Snead and Bearden, 1980). Clinical studies have of
course been much more limited, but even in patients with cancer
pain given B-EP directly into CSF, analgesia and mood elevation may
occur without pupillary construction or other peripheral signs of
opiate action (Foley et al, 1979; Oyama et al, 1979).

Endorphins in the Pathogenesis of NDEs

Several researchers have considered the possibility that endorphins
may figure in the genesis of NDEs (Lindley et al, 1981; Ring, 1980;
Sabom, 1982). Each has viewed the actions of endorphins as simply
equivalent to those of morphine, i.e., as potentially responsible for
passivity and analgesia, but inadequate to explain the other
psychological responses that in aggregate constitute "classical" NDEs.
It shoul be apparent from the above that at least in theory, the
vulnerability of limbic lobe neurons to alterations in endorphin and
enkephalin metabolism, together with the disruption of the central
secretion of these compounds during agonal states, provides a novel,
unified, and (to a degree) testable basis for explaining the limbic lobe
activation that appears to be a constant feature of NDEs (Carr and
Gullo, 1980; Carr, 1981). In other words, Iam proposing to assign to
certain behaviorally active pep tides an operational role as
"endogenous hallucinogens" in agonal states.

This hypothesis may be tested experimentally. In fact, the emer-
gence of characteristic electroencephalographic (EEG) patterns is
already recognized to be a valuable prognostic marker of irreversibility
in animal models of hemorrhagic shock (Baldwin and Bell, 1963;
Fink et al, 1970; Kovach and Sandor, 1976). Clearly it will be
necessary to correlate simultaneous EEGs and blood and CSF levels
of opioid and other peptides in accepted models of resuscitation.
Valuable evidence favoring the present hypothesis could also derive
from single-unit recordings of hippocampal neurons in animal models
of shock. Crude and indirect, but more clinically relevant evidence in
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favor of our hypothesis could derive from a finding of elevated
(rather than reduced) levels of centrally active peptides in fresh post-
mortem brain tissues. Preliminary animal studies have actually pro-
vided evidence for the surprising result that brain levels of such
neurohormones rise agonally (Ratter et al, 1981).

The present hypothesis may if nothing else explain a curious
feature of the epidemiology of NDEs, in that they are less likely to
occur under circumstances involving damage to brain structures (e.g.,
strokes or brain tumors) than during illnesses in which patients retain
structurally intact neo-, allo-, and sub-cortical structures (Osis and
Haraldsson, 1977; Drab, 1981; Lindley et al, 1981). Presumably, the
occurrence of NDEs requires hyperactivity of an intact limbic lobe,
followed by elaboration of this activity by a structurally intact
cerebral cortex, events that parallel the generation of complex
hallucinations during electrical stimulation of the hippocampus. That
this highly organized sequence of events should be termed "dysfunc-
tion" is perhaps a misnomer, but the meaning (i.e., an unusual mode
of function) is clear.

In conclusion, several cautionary notes are in order. First, I cannot
agree that any clinical interventions based on this or other hypotheses
should even be considered in the terminally ill, as others have sug-
gested (Lindley et al, 1981). In some patients, administration of
narcotic antagonists may be indicated as treatment for refractory
shock (Dirksen et al, 1980), and health professionals in attendance
may of course note the outcome, but in the absence of pressing
medical indications, it would be unethical to interfere with the
dignity and comfort of the terminally ill, and any studies having the
potential to do so ought strongly to be discouraged. Second, results
based on animal models in which narcotic antagonists are administered
ought to be interpreted with caution, in view of recent findings that
stress-induced endorphin secretion (at least into the periphery) is not
blocked but instead is augmented by this maneuver (Carr et al,
1981b). Moreover, the outcome of administering systemic naloxone
in an effort to study what occurs in circumscribed brain regions is
likely to be inconclusive, if recent studies in this manner of depressed
or schizophrenic patients are any guide. For these reasons, direct
measurements of brain and CSF peptide levels in animal models,
rather than responses to naloxone, would be a more practical starting
point. Third, the present description only has relevance to those
aspects of NDEs that appear to reflect abnormal brain function
(Rodin, 1980) but cannot pretend to explain all features of each
recorded NDE, particularly those aspects that are outside the present
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scientific framework (e.g., ESP). Fourth, nothing in the above should
be taken as implying an exclusive or even predominant role for
endogenous opioids in the pathogenesis of NDEs. Such peptides were
discussed at length simply because more is known at present about
their electrophysiologic actions than those of other peptides, and
also because o fthe likelihood that their central metabolism is dis-
rupted at a relatively low threshold of stress in comparison to other
neurohormones. However, when one contemplates the hierarchical
collapse (Thom, 1975) of multiple inter- and intra-cellular regulatory
systems that takes place during the death of higher organisms, it
seems likely that mechanisms apart from those outlined above also
contribute to abnormal brain function. For example, nerve cell
membranes may be depolarized by the opening of ion channels inde-
pendent of the action of opiates, and such channels may be dysfunc-
tional in extremes of hypoxia (Rodin, 1981), ischemia, or acidosis.
Inhibitory interneurons capable of suppressing the discharge of
limbic neurons may also be vulnerable to metabolic insults such as
hypoxia. Lastly, even if careful scientific studies establish beyond
any doubt the physiological substrate of dying, they would still have
no relevance to the philosophical meaning o death, or its religious
aspects. This last point may be best illustrated by considering that,
while studies of the mechanisms of birth have given rise to many
advances in knowledge and therapy, metaphysical questions about
the meaning of entering the world remain unanswerable by experi-
mental science. Nevertheless, just as studies of the physiology of
birth have led to novel methods of saving lives, so, too, the elucida-
tion of previously unstudied reflexes of the moribund state may also
permit new perspectives on brain function in near death (Kramer,
1963) or during extreme psychological stress (Bettelheim, 1979) and
may possibly result in unsuspected means of enhancing life.
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ABSTRACT

The Life, Death, and Transition Workshop conducted by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross
is an intensive, five-day, death-awareness experience. To determine what changes,
if any, it produces, 244 persons from 13 workshops were asked to participate in
a survey to evaluate change in spirituality. To assess this, the Alexander
Spirituality Change Survey was constructed, tested, and found to have moderately
high reliability, Coefficient Alpha .757. Significant positive change in spirituality
by attendees was reported and appeared to be sustained over time.

INTRODUCTION

The need for expanded awareness in the field of death education
has been widely acknowledged over the past decade. In response to
that demand, Dr. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross designed, developed, and
conducted a workshop titled, "Life, Death, and Transition." The
workshop illuminated and personalized the death process and
appeared to have a profound emotional impact on many of the
attendees.

As death education has expanded, so have the attitudinal-change
studies associated with it. Few studies, however, have focused on the
spiritual aspects of death education. Since much of the attitudinal
change in attendees of the Life, Death, and Transition workshops
seemed to be spiritual, and since no previous attempt had been made
to collect or analyze data concerning this change, this study was
undertaken.

The present seminar configuration was adopted in June, 1977,
after Kubler-Ross began to work with her new partners. It provided a
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method for externalization of negative feelings in a safe place, where
participants shared their grief, pain, and fears. Kubler-Ross
hypothesized that before new thanatological material could be
accepted, psychologically unresolved issues that exacerbate the emo-
tional turmoil frequently associated with death must be addressed.
Few attendees seemed untouched when confronted with personal
accounts of debilitating illnesses or impending death. Extreme anger,
frustration, guilt, and sorrow were frequently displayed in these
sessions.

Of crucial import was the presentation of material regarding NDEs
similar to those popularized by Moody (1975). In addition, first-
hand accounts of other documented mystical experiences that might
affect the spirituality of the attendee were presented.

The presence of Kubler-Ross herself, however, was probably what
distinguished the Life, Death, and Transition workshops from others
of a similar nature. As a result of Kubler-Ross's previous work in the
field, many people attending the workshops probably had certain
preconceived ideas concerning their content. Many professionals
anticipated the cognitive aspects of thanatology. The patients and
their families were more prepared to explore the affective domain
and frequently had expectations about meeting Kubler-Ross. Few, if
any, including clergy, came overtly expecting spiritual change. In any
case, the effect of Kubler-Ross's personality must be taken into
account when evaluating the data below.

More than one thousand people attended the workshops between
June, 1977, and February, 1979. Attendance was voluntary, and
selection was normally based on chronological application. Special
consideration was given to terminal patients, parents of children
diagnosed as terminal, and octogenarians. The largest professional
representation was from the field of medicine, including counselors.
Clergy also accounted for a significant number of attendees.

METHOD

To measure changes in spirituality, it was necessary to develop and
test a new instrument, the Alexander Spirituality Change Survey
(ASCS). This instrument included two methods of data collection.
The first section contained open-ended questions concerning pre- and
post-workshop attitudes toward life, death, religiousness/spirituality,
self, others, values, and the workshop itself. The second section was a
pre- and post-workshop evaluation of change demonstrated on eleven
semantic differential items.

9 2
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The semantic differential segment was constructed by identifying
descriptors connoting qualities of high and low spirituality. A jury of
nine clergy and six lay persons of widely varying backgrounds
identified the descriptors used and then paired the bipolar adjectives.
The polarity for presentation in the ASCS was randomly selected.
The final ordering was as follows:

1. Patient - Impatient
2. Forgiving - Unforgiving
3. Warm - Cold
4. Miserly/Greedy - Giving/Charitable
5. Accepting - Judgmental
6. Disbelieving - Believing
7. Prejudiced - Tolerant
8. Hopeful - Hopeless
9. Meditative/Prayerful - Noncontemplative

10. Concerned/Caring - Unconcerned
11. Turbulent - Peaceful

The measurement was conducted in two ways. Participants of two
workshops, December, 1978, and January, 1979, were asked to
complete pre- and post-workshop instruments. That group, Group A,
N=87, was evaluated separately from Group B, N=157, which re-
ceived the mailed version of the instrument. The participants from
Group B were randomly selected from attendance rosters of work-
shops conducted between June, 1977, and October, 1978. The only
difference was that the mailed version required the individual to
recreate subjectively his pre-workshop attitudes. Demographically,
groups demonstrated a high degree of homogeneity in all areas
assessed.

The conversion of responses from open-ended questions to a
quantifiable system required that numerical values be assigned to
each response. These values were assigned by five jurors, who were
selected on the basis of academic qualifications, experience, and
diversity of backgrounds.

The jurors were instructed to evaluate each response and assign it a
numerical value based on change in spirituality. The values ranged
from 1, indicating a strongly negative change, through 3, indicating a
neutral or no change, to 5, indicating a strongly positive change.

The application of Coefficient Alpha to the test scores of Group A
demonstrated an internal reliability of 0.757, an acceptable level of
internal consistency for our purposes.

In addition to the application of the ASCS, 20 subjects were
randomly selected from Groups A and B for participation in a tele-
phone survey. Each person was interviewed following the outline of
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the open-ended questions contained in the ASCS. The purpose of the
telephone survey was to corroborate the data gathered previously.
Eight subjects were contacted from Group A and twelve from Group B.
Their oral responses were evaluated and then cross referenced with
their written responses. This was made possible by a discrete identifi-
cation system used with the instrument. Once data collection was
completed, the system was destroyed to insure anonymity.

RESULTS

Analysis of the data revealed that significant positive change did
occur in both Group A and Group B. This is best demonstrated by
the responses to the open-ended questions. Tables 1 and 2 reflect the
frequency distribution of responses to each item by each subject.
On these tables 3.0 represents no change, while values above and
below 3.0 represent a tendency toward positive and negative change,
respectively. The cumulative figures for Group A showed 465 of 564
responses, or 82 percent, indicating positive change. Group B re-
flected similar results, with 857 of 1,049 responses, or again 82
percent, judged as indicating positive change. Since a total change
score was not derived for each subject, we cannot say with certainty
the number of predominantly negative individuals. Of the 87 subjects
in Group A and 157 in Group B, none was judged to have provided
all negative responses.

Responses to the semantic differential items also indicated positive
change. Presented in Table 3 are the data representing the mean
change for each item for both groups.

A positive shift in the group mean was recorded for every item in
both groups based on an eleven-point scale. It should be noted that
Group B, the respondents to the mailed survey, reflected signifi-
cantly higher change on all items.

The magnitude of the reported change was quite high. The Z
scores for all open-ended items in both groups exceeded 3.70, which
was indicative of a probability less than .0001. For Group B semantic
differential responses, the Z > 3.70 criterion was again exceeded in
all cases. Group A semantic differential responses demonstrated a
probability of .0001 for five items, .05 for five items, and failed to
reach significance on only one item, prayerful - noncontemplative.

The results of the telephone survey supported the statistical data.
Eighteen of those called were judged positive in change in their
spirituality. From Group B one subject recorded a mixed reaction,
and one felt the workshop had been a negative experience and stated
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TABLE 1
Frequency Distribution for Responses

to Open-Ended Items, Group A

- . 4.'"0.04

1.2 1 1 3 .

2.i C) .1wH.2-

L, 4., - v

k 4 4. 0 4

1.0 0 0.
1.2 1 1 1 3 .5
1.4 0 0.
1.6 1 1 .2
1.8 1 1 2 4 .7
2.0 1 1 .2
2.2 1 1 .2
2.4 0 0.
2.6 1 2 3 .5
2.8 1 6_4 2 1 10 1.8
3.0 17 17 17 0 8 14 3 76 13.5
3.2 7 12 5 4 0 4 2 34 6.0

3.4 9 7 4 2 2 5 3 32 5.8
3.6 4 5 10 3 2 3 1 28 5.0
3.8 7 8 14 2 4 10 3 48 8.5
4.0 10 9 20 38 46 26 7 156 27.7
4.2 3 6 8 12 8 9 3 49 8.7
4.4 6 4 1 8 3 2 10 34 6.0
4.6 8 1 0 5 5 1 11 31 5.5
4.8 4 1 1 2 1 2 16 27 4.8
5.0 4 2 4 1 1 1 13 26 4.6

Total 82 80 84 81 82 77 78 564

3.0 = no change

< 3.0 indicates negative change

>3.0 indicates positive change
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4.8 14 14 7 5 3 8 28 79 7.5
5.0 4 4 4 0 1 5 25 43 4.1

Total 154 153 153 149 151 144 145 1049

3.0 = no change

<3.0 indicates negative change

>3.0 indicates positive change
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TABLE 2
Frequency Distribution for Responses

to Open-Ended Items, Group B
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TABLE 3
Mean Change for Semantic Differential

Items, Group A and B
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Gp A .438 .638 .013 .300 1.069 .672
Gp B 1.087 2.137 1.588 1.178 2.320 1.623

0 = no change

i > 0 = positive change

that the life after death material was "the work of the devil." These
responses were not reviewed or given numerical values. Subjectively,
however, it appeared the telephone respondents expressed an even
higher magnitude of positive change than they indicated on the
ASCS. Examples of the oral responses are in Table 4.

TABLE 4
Sample of Responses to Telephone Survey

Sample Positive Reactions:
A deepening experience - it was confirmation of what I've heard before.

I now know the connection between mind and spirit.

It extended my own limits to accept people as they are.
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Spiritually I'm more intensified - being drawn more toward involvement
with others.

I found God at the workshop - I had given up on religion despite a strict
upbringing (a terminal patient, male, twenty years old).

My beliefs were reinforced tremendously. It allowed me to help my mother
die - I was literally able to talk her through death.

It was the biggest revelation of my life - like a metamorphosis.

It helped me reach a spiritual side of myself.

Am more spiritual, but not toward organized religion.

My belief in the goodness of people was reaffirmed - people do care.

Made me better equipped to share belief (Catholic priest).

Sample Mixed Reaction:
The workshop is super - the key is acceptance by others. I don't believe the

stuff about guides.

Sample Negative Reaction:
The spirits working with Kubler-Ross are not good. She has good intentions

but is leading people astray. I'm not sorry I went. The awareness of strong
adverse forces strengthened my own belief.

A one-way analysis of variance based on age, sex, race, education,
profession, religion, and recent experience with death revealed no
significant differences. A possible correlation between poor health
and increased positive change in spirituality, however, was suggested
in the Group B semantic differential responses, reaching a signifi-
cance level of.05 for 9 of 11 items. Group A did not report the same
degree of change.

DISCUSSION

Although positive change in spirituality was reported in both
groups, great care must be taken in the evaluation of these data.
Certainly such factors as demand characteristics (Orne, 1962), for
example, cannot be conclusively ruled out in a study of this kind.

Also, the extent to which the reported effects hinge on the personal
presence of Kubler-Ross cannot be evaluated from the present design.

An attempt was made, however, to determine if a relationship

existed between the time since attendance at the workshop and the
amount of change reported. No correlation was found.

This attempt to evaluate changes in spirituality represents an
innovative departure from the norm of psychometric measurement.
It is recognized of course that a domain as subjective as spirituality is
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fraught with controversy and problems of definition. Nevertheless,
the results of this study suggest that changes in spirituality do occur
in response to Life, Death, and Transition workshops. We recommend
that further studies be conducted in the future to explore more fully
the parameters of change experienced in death-awareness workshops.
As Kavanaugh (1977) has suggested, the time is right for thanatology
to bring religion and psychology together.
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