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In 1975, I was just completing law school and entering what would 
be the first of three major careers—  in the law, higher education, and, 
most recently, counseling. As a twenty- something who was then proud, 
even arrogant, to be able to write Esquire after her name, I was also 
sure of my own ability to think, reason, and form conclusions about 
just about anything. I had concluded, for example, that despite my 
upbringing in a devout and staunchly Christian family, I could find no 
credible evidence of life after death. I was certain that after death, hu-
man consciousness simply dissolved into nothingness as the brain and 
physical body dissolved. But that certainty changed suddenly one fall 
night in Toledo, Ohio, when I heard an NPR program about Raymond 
Moody’s research on what he called the near- death experience (NDE). 
The research in his then newly published book, Life After Life, was so 
thorough, so astounding, and so persuasively presented that I could 
not reject it. 

That night in 1975 was for me merely the beginning of a lifetime 
of study and research about the nature and the survival of conscious-
ness. When I left the law in 1983 to begin work on my PhD in Eng-
lish Literature, in addition to the basic canon of literature I studied 
linguistics and consciousness, the psychology of transcendent experi-
ences, the language of mysticism, and theories of consciousness based 
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in quantum physics. I completed my PhD work with my dissertation 
about American mystic Annie Dillard, whose writing topics coincided 
with many of my own interests: the nature of consciousness, religious 
experience, and the meaning of suffering, life, and death. In 1992, 
when I joined the faculty of the Honors Program at the University of 
Toledo, I developed and taught Honors seminars and graduate courses 
on topics such as “A Multicultural View of Mysticism” and “The After-
life in Literature, Science, and Religion.” After earning my Master’s 
degree in Counseling and becoming a licensed counselor in 2011, I 
taught continuing education courses for counselors and other health 
care professionals on topics such as “Death, Dying, and the Near- 
Death Experience: What Every Health Care Professional Should 
Know” and workshops for laypeople such as “Understanding Your 
Near- Death Experience.” I made presentations about the survival of 
consciousness at conferences such as the Association for Spiritual, 
Ethical, and Religious Values in Counseling and the American Center 
for the Integration of Spiritually Transformative Experiences. Over 
the course of the four decades since hearing that NPR program, I have 
read as many books and articles as I could get my hands on about the 
survival of consciousness, NDEs, and other death- related phenomena. 
Before reading A Call from Heaven, I had never heard of Josie Varga, 
but it’s not surprising that when given the opportunity to review her 
book for the Journal of Near- Death Studies, I jumped at the chance.

A Call from Heaven is Varga’s sixth book. Her others, largely on 
similar topics, include Footprints in the Sand: A Disabled Woman’s In-
spiring Journey to Happiness (2004), Visits from Heaven (2009), Make 
Up Your Mind to Be Happy (2010), Visits to Heaven (2010), and Divine 
Visits (2013). In addition to writing and speaking, she is currently 
completing a pilot for a television series based on her book, Visits from 
Heaven. She explained on her website (https://www.josievarga.com/) 
that her interest in the afterlife began in earnest when she received 
a message, later validated, from a man who had died in the Septem-
ber 11 terror attacks on the World Trade Center. Since that time, she 
has connected with hundreds of individuals whose experiences pro-
vide evidence of the survival of consciousness, as well as dozens of 
researchers, scientists, and authors on the subject. 

Varga’s purpose in writing A Call From Heaven was similar to that 
of many of her other books written about what she calls “heaven.” 
Despite her use of the religious term “heaven,” she did not discuss 
or seem to adopt a particular religious belief system. In fact, she did 
not even mention God in the book—  although some of the individuals 
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in the personal narratives that she reported did express their belief 
in God, angels, and other traditional religious entities. Despite the 
word “heaven” in the title of this and her other books, little is said 
here to describe the afterlife experience itself. Rather, the thesis of the 
book is to persuade readers that ample evidence exists to support the 
following:

• Human consciousness is eternal and survives beyond the death of the 
body.

• Communication between the living and the dead is a common and often 
substantiated experience that takes many forms.

• At death, we may expect to be greeted and comforted by deceased loved 
ones.

• Love never ends, and it continues to connect the living with the dead 
throughout eternity.

• The true essence of humans is not the physical body but rather is spirit.

I thought Varga did an effective job accomplishing the above goals, 
although I consider her book is to be more appropriate for some audi-
ences than others. It does have some weaknesses in format and con-
tent that I will discuss below. However, one of its weaknesses is also 
its strength: Varga tried to do almost everything—  reporting nearly a 
hundred personal anecdotes while also trying to present some of the 
leading scientific research on the subject of the survival of conscious-
ness. The extensive research on this subject—  much of which has been 
published in whole volumes or journals devoted to the subject—  cannot 
be covered to any substantial extent in a book of only 182 pages of 
text. Reading it, however, is very likely to create a tantalizing desire 
to read more, and Varga did a very good job providing resources for 
further reading. As a result, her book provides what might be consid-
ered one of the best currently available beginners’ introductions to a 
broad range of death- related phenomena. That in itself is an accom-
plishment and an important contribution to the field. 

The book begins with a Foreword by Peter Fenwick, internationally 
known neuropsychiatrist and researcher of NDEs and other end- of- 
life phenomena. Fenwick is Senior Lecturer at the Institute of Psy-
chiatry, Kings College, London, England, UK, and associated with the 
Mental Health Group at the University of Southampton, the Maudsley 
Hospital, and the John Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford, England, UK. 
Fenwick pointed out in the Foreword that humanity is entering a new 
cultural era in which people are increasingly acknowledging evidence 
of phenomena that challenge the belief that consciousness is limited 
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to the brain. The evidence presented by this new “science of conscious-
ness,” as he called it, provides new ways to understand death and will 
“help us realize that by accepting death, we enrich both ourselves and 
our culture” (p. 15). 

In her Introduction, Varga briefly introduced the topic of what she 
called “Deathbed Visits (DBV).” She acknowledged that the more com-
mon term for that acronym is “deathbed visions,” but she explained 
that she wished to describe phenomena that are not solely visual. 
Thus, she also included in her book dreams, auditory experiences, at-
mospheric changes, and other death- related phenomena. She provided 
some background history of research on such phenomena including 
that of American psychologist William James and American philoso-
pher William Barrett in the eighteenth and early nineteen centuries, 
as well as more recent researchers in the last several decades. Her 
Introduction also described the elements that distinguish deathbed 
visits from hallucinations and asserted that similar experiences are 
reported regardless of one’s religion or worldview, including agnosti-
cism and atheism. She ended her Introduction by laying out her thesis 
that “[W]e are never really alone. Not in birth. Not in life. And cer-
tainly not in death” (p. 24). 

Summarizing the content of the main body of Varga’s book is dif-
ficult because she did not use the traditional format of chapters or 
sections. Nor did there appear to be any pattern or logic to the order 
in which she layed out her material. Rather than chapters, she divided 
her material into 48 short sections, each ranging in length from sev-
eral paragraphs to several pages. Each began with a heading, some of 
which were actual titles announcing the topic of the section, such as 
“NDEs in Terminally Ill Patients Differ from Those in Acute Events, 
Dr. Pamela M. Kircher.” Others were less descriptive, such as “My 
Son Ken” or “Yes, I’m Ready.” Some described a certain category of ex-
perience, with a brief summary of examples or research by scientists 
in the field. Others were anecdotal stories that Vargas had collected. 
Some were written in the first person by the individuals themselves, 
whereas others were written in the third person by Varga. Although 
this format—  if it can be called a format—  created the appearance of a 
somewhat disorganized, haphazard presentation, it also reflected the 
wide variety of experiences recounted. To illustrate, I will summarize 
some especially interesting and noteworthy examples that Varga pro-
vided her readers.

Varga began the main body of her book with several segments in 
which she discussed the nature of consciousness. She started by in-
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troducing the concept of terminal lucidity, a phenomenon well known 
among medical and health care personnel who work with the dying. 
Terminal lucidity refers to a period of great mental clarity just before 
death in patients who were incoherent and mentally incapacitated for 
a significant period before. Varga cited examples of individuals in late 
stages of Alzheimer’s disease and brain cancer whose brains had suf-
fered such severe physical damage that the afflicted people could nei-
ther speak nor communicate in any way. A short period before death, 
however, they regained full mental capacity, conversed and said good-
bye to loved ones, and often exclaimed in joy at beautiful visions they 
seemed to be having of another existence they were about to enter. A 
similar case was reported of a severely mentally disabled woman who 
was unable to speak since birth—  until breaking out into joyful songs 
for 30 minutes before her death. Actually, some of the work on which 
Varga based this material was published in this Journal (Nahm, 
2009).

These and many similar examples challenge the traditional notion 
that the brain creates consciousness through its physical processes. 
Varga discussed some of the developing views about consciousness be-
ing considered to explain its existence even when the brain is too dam-
aged or incapacitated to be able to function in any way. She cited the 
work of Alexander Batthyany of Vienna, Austria, whose large- scale 
studies of terminal lucidity in Alzheimer’s patients led him to conclude 
that, at least near death, the relationship between brain and cognition 
is different than that previously believed. Varga briefly presented the 
work of other scientists who are examining the theory of quantum 
physics for possible explanations of how consciousness functions. They 
have posed the possibility that the brain is merely a receiver of con-
sciousness, which may itself be some kind of fundamental field or force 
that exists independent of the brain. I have myself studied, written, 
and spoken on the topic of quantum theory and consciousness, and I 
can verify that this possibility is increasingly being embraced by re-
searchers of death- related phenomena.

Varga also offered many examples of deathbed visits in which the 
dying apparently see and often converse happily with already deceased 
loved ones who seem to have come to escort them to the after life. 
These visits are virtually always comforting to the dying, although 
some report less pleasant experiences such as visions of a dark fig-
ure reminiscent of the Grim Reaper. Many experiencers joyfully gaze 
up to the ceiling or a corner of the room and reach out as if to grasp 
the beautiful world they see. One family reported seeing this behavior 
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several times in their dying two- year- old son, who stood up in his crib 
and joyfully reached upward. Most persuasive of these deathbed visits 
are those in which the dying mention the presence in “heaven” of those 
they had not known were dead. Some express surprise to the living 
people who surrounding their deathbed, only to be told that the family 
withheld news of the death to avoid upsetting the dying individual. 
Once again, Varga’s information was based in part on material that 
has been published in this Journal (Ohkado, 2013) and by leading 
near- death experience researcher and former editor of this Journal, 
psychiatrist Bruce Greyson (2010).

Another category of experiences that Varga reported is unexplain-
able communication from individuals who are dead, dying, or in a 
coma. These communications often involve third parties who receive 
messages from the dead or dying person to be passed on to a loved 
one. One of these is an experience Varga herself had. After finishing 
reading a book by her friend and author Nancy Clark, Varga heard a 
voice in her head telling her to “Buy Nancy yellow roses.” She felt the 
message was from Nancy’s husband, whose death had been chronicled 
in the book. She followed through on the message and found out later 
that the roses she sent arrived on Nancy and her husband’s 50th an-
niversary. In another story that Varga recounted, a woman, Santina, 
received a message from a dying friend who was in a coma and near 
death. The friend told her to take the blanket she had been knitting 
and complete it. Santina did not knit, so she took the blue blanket and 
gave it to her mother to complete. But after finishing the blue blanket, 
her mother said she felt she needed to also make a pink blanket. This 
ended up being a clairvoyant message. Six months after her friend’s 
death, Santina took both blankets to her friend’s daughter. Three 
months later, she received news from her friend’s daughter that she 
was pregnant with twins—  a boy and a girl. 

Other categories of death- related phenomena that Varga reported 
included shared death experiences, NDEs, premonitions of impending 
danger, and other miscellaneous occurrences at or near the time of 
death. Some of these experiences include a radio turning on and off, 
even after being unplugged; a gush of wind or breeze at the moment 
of death; a severe drop in temperature in the room; a bright light or 
shimmering seen above the body at the moment of death; and footsteps 
heard upstairs soon after the death despite the fact that no one was 
upstairs. In her discussion of research on NDEs among people with 
blindness, Varga reported the research of Kenneth Ring and Sharon 
Cooper—  again, some of which had been published in this Journal 
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(Ring & Cooper, 1997)—  showing that those born blind are able to see 
during the material aspect of their NDEs—  while viewing the mate-
rial world from a position outside their bodies—  but lose their sight 
again when they re- enter their bodies. This phenomenon is consistent 
with the theory discussed above that consciousness may be a field or 
force that exists independent of the brain and body.

In the last segment of her book titled “Final Thoughts,” Varga dis-
cussed the credibility of the evidence provided by the many examples 
she presented in her book. She acknowledged that such anecdotal evi-
dence cannot be reproduced or created in a lab. However, she argued 
that the value of anecdotal evidence should be assessed based on three 
things: the volume of such reports, the credibility of the witnesses, and 
the uniformity or similarity of the reports. Using these standards, 
she suggested that there is reason to believe in the truth in the asser-
tion of survival of consciousness after physical death. She ended this 
segment of the book with another story from her own life of receiving 
messages from deceased loved ones that later proved to be true.

The above summary of A Call from Heaven should do much to show 
that Varga has indeed provided ample evidence to support her asser-
tions: that consciousness survives beyond the death of the body, that 
communication between the living and the dead is common and takes 
many forms, that at death people may expect to be greeted and com-
forted by deceased loved ones, that love continues to connect the liv-
ing with the dead, and that the true essence of each person is not the 
physical body but is something that may be called spirit. Anyone who 
has read widely on this topic knows that her examples are merely the 
tip of the iceberg of such reports, and that such reports continue to 
accumulate. 

If Varga has tried to do too much in her book—  as I suggested in my 
introduction she had done—  she has nonetheless done it well and has 
accomplished her goals. Her wide- ranging anecdotes covering many 
categories of death- related phenomena are the primary strength of her 
book. Only a truly narrow- minded skeptic could read the book with-
out at least wondering if there could be some truth in her assertion 
that consciousness survives death. The persuasiveness of the book 
is further strengthened by the way Varga maintained a reasonably 
objective tone throughout—  although she obviously strongly believes 
in the truth of what she presented. Her credibility is increased by 
the fact that she seemed to have no particular religious ax to grind. 
Unlike many books on the subject, she did not seem to be trying to 
make believers out of unbelievers, to argue the truth of any specific 



BOOK REVIEW 63

religious doctrine or dogma, or to save anyone’s soul. She might rather 
be said to have come from an “evidence- based” approach—  presenting 
the material that NDE researcher Pim van Lommel (2010) has called 
a “convergence of evidence” substantiating the non- local nature of con-
sciousness arising from the voluminous professional literature on a 
variety of death- related phenomena.

Another great strength of Varga’s book is the great number of re-
sources she provided for further reading and research: numerous book 
titles, names of authors and researchers, and websites for individuals, 
research groups, and associations. An interested reader should have 
no problem finding books and articles to further investigate these top-
ics. However, she did not cite some of the more hard science sources 
that may be of interest to some readers. For example, on the topic 
of NDEs, several must- reads include The Handbook of Near- Death 
Experiences: Thirty Years of Investigation, compiled by editors Jan-
ice Miner Holden, Bruce Greyson, and Debbie James (2009), and the 
afore- referenced Consciousness Beyond Life: The Science of the Near- 
Death Experience by Pim van Lommel (2010). Some readers might 
also be interested in Stanislav Grof’s The Ultimate Journey: Con-
sciousness and the Mystery of Death (2006), in which he examined 
death and consciousness in the larger context of culture and religion.

Concerning the weaknesses of the book, I have discussed above the 
apparent lack of organization in the presentation of the content. Also 
a problem is the confusing and inconsistent format Varga used along 
with the fact that some of the first- person narratives reported the ex-
periences of individuals Varga had interviewed, with her own experi-
ences and those of others interspersed. The names of the individuals 
are listed after the titles of some entries, whether the reports that 
follow are in their own words or in Varga’s words. As a result, I was 
sometimes confused about whom the pronoun “I” referred to. In “Pro-
phetic Dreaming,” for example, Varga lists Shelley E. Parker after the 
title, so I assumed the report was hers. However, halfway through the 
segment, Varga began to refer to Shelley Parker, so I then had to con-
clude that the first story related was Varga’s own experience, followed 
by that of Parker. Throughout much of the book, I found myself reread-
ing the stories to try to figure out who the speaker was.

Another arguable weakness of this book is that the experiences 
Varga included were virtually all positive/pleasurable, with the excep-
tion of one reference to a Grim Reaper type figure. This is a fairly com-
mon practice of books about death- related experiences, because the 
authors’ purpose is often to provide readers comfort and reassurance 
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about death and dying. However, a long- existing and growing body of 
research addresses distressing NDEs, such as works by Nancy Evans 
Bush (2012, 2016; Bush & Greyson, 2017), who herself had such an 
experience. Similar distressing experiences are discussed by Stan-
islav Grof (2006) in terms of complex levels of consciousness, some 
extremely frightening and even violent, that he suggested the dying 
may pass through. 

Despite these criticisms, I found that overall Varga did an effec-
tive job supporting her assertions about the death experience and the 
survival of consciousness. This book will certainly appeal more to 
a reader who is just beginning to investigate these topics than to a 
scholar steeped in the professional literature on which Varga’s book 
is based. For the novice reader, the book will likely be comforting, 
even inspiring, especially to those who are wondering about the fate 
of deceased loved ones. Unfortunately, the reference to heaven in the 
title may put off readers who expect it to push a religious view they do 
not themselves embrace. But for those who are open- minded, her book 
provides what might be considered one of the best currently available 
beginners’ introductions to a broad range of death- related phenomena. 
That in itself is an accomplishment and an important contribution to 
the field.
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