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Although the main focus of The Spiritual Brain is not near-death 
experiences (NDEs), the authors gave NDEs prominent mention. The 
International Association for Near Death Studies (LANDS) often uses 
the phrase "NDEs and related experiences" or "Spiritually Transfor
mative Experiences" (STEs) to designate experiences in which 
someone is not near physical death but has some of the common 
features of NDEs, including similar aftereffects. In this book, the 
authors used the term "religious, spiritual or mystical experience" 
(RSME), which would include NDEs.  

Lead author Mario Beauregard is a neuroscientist who has studied 
the neurobiology of mystical states at the University of Montreal. Co
author Denyse O'Leary is a free-lance journalist and author of several 
books on faith and science. The authors wrote The Spiritual Brain as 
descriptive material until the last three pages when they used the 
word "I," writing that the book was based not only on various scientific 
disciplines "but also on a series of mystical experiences that I have had 
since my childhood" (p. 293). They further stated, "I experienced the 
basic interconnectedness of all things in the cosmos, this infinite ocean 
of life" (p. 293). I would suspect that this was Beauregard's voice and 
that these experiences were what prompted him to do the research 
described in the book. To depict his own experiences, he used the term 
"cosmic consciousness" from a book of the same title written by fellow 
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Canadian Richard Maurice Bucke more than a century ago (Bucke, 
1961/1901). For readers familiar with the ancient Eastern term 
kundalini, the experience Beauregard described as beginning in his 
back could also be considered a kundalini experience. Canadian 
physician and NDEr Yvonne Kason also discussed kundalini and her 
experience in her book Farther Shores (1994) and at the LANDS 
conference in St. Louis in 1993.  

One chapter in The Spiritual Brain is titled, "Who Has Mystical 
Experiences and What Triggers Them?" Another chapter deals with 
the Aftereffects of RSMEs, certainly a topic of interest to NDErs.  

Some IANDS members are interested only in reading firsthand 
individual accounts of NDEs, whereas others prefer books by 
researchers who combine and connect the various aspects of NDEs.  
More recently, writers have begun to explore how NDEs relate to the 
broader topic of various states of human consciousness. The Spiritual 
Brain is an excellent contribution to that topic, although the mystical 
state is the only major altered state of consciousness the authors 
discussed.  

One researcher whom the authors cited to support their concepts 
was the English scientist Sir Alister Hardy, author of The Spiritual 
Nature of Man (1979). Hardy, who was trained as a zoologist, formed a 
university-based group called the Religious Experiences Research 
Unit. This group pursued information about "religious experiences," a 
phrase Hardy used to mean an intrinsic or personal experience of 
oneness, peace, or love reminiscent of NDErs' descriptions, rather 
than an extrinsic religious experience involving community worship.  

Although Journal editor Bruce Greyson has demonstrated his 
willingness to publish all reasonable approaches for explaining NDEs, 
many LANDS members, including me, prefer spiritual explanations 
rather than chemical or neurobiological explanations. The Spiritual 
Brain is an excellent reference for reviewing some materialistic 
explanations and the authors' refutation of them. The book's 368 pages 
includes 297 pages of text, 46 pages of notes with very good references, 
10 pages of bibliography, and a glossary and index. Although the two 
glossary terms below are somewhat related, and the text contains 
much more explanation than just these two terms, the authors 
especially criticized the following conceptual approaches to spirituality 
and spiritual experiences: 

Neurotheology: An approach to RSMEs that seeks a neurological and 
evolutionary basis for spiritual experiences. (p. 346)
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Evolutionary psychology: The branch of psychology that maintains 
that human brains, including any component that involves religion or 
spirituality, comprise adaptations or psychological mechanisms that 
have evolved by natural selection to benefit the survival and 
reproduction of the human organism. (p. 345) 

The authors did not deny that evolution has occurred or that natural 
selection applies to animal behavior. However, they expressed the 
belief that evolution cannot explain much of human behavior, 
especially RSMEs and altruism, the latter including the sacrifice of 
one's own life to save others. The authors also noted that if humanity 
is a product only of evolution, there is no meaning or purpose for 
human life. This conclusion would certainly contradict the message 
that many NDErs have reported they brought back with them.  

Beauregard and O'Leary were also critical of artificial intelligence, 
that is, computers that materialists believe can simulate human 
thinking. A third area of materialist research that the authors 
criticized is the work of Michael Persinger who has received publicity 
for his research on a "God helmet," a helmet lined with magnets. The 
authors cited Persinger's claim that using this helmet to manipulate 
magnetic fields in the wearer's head may induce out-of-body and other 
unusual experiences. He thus concluded that spiritual beliefs are 
generated purely by brain activity. When a well-known atheist writer 
tried the helmet and experienced nothing, Persinger's explanation was 
that the atheist was not sensitive to magnetic fields. When Susan 
Blackmore - who, in her book Dying to Live (1993), attempted to 
explain NDEs from a materialistic viewpoint - tried the helmet, she 
had an intensely negative experience.  

Beauregard and O'Leary reported that Swedish researchers at
tempted to duplicate Persinger's work in a double-blind test. Without 
suggesting to the helmet wearers what might happen, the Swedish 
researchers did not find the same result. Beauregard and O'Leary also 
noted that so far, journalists have generally adopted the materialistic 
viewpoint, although they may not use that term, readily reporting a 
purportedly scientific explanation for some small aspect of NDEs and 
often citing irreproducible research, such as Persinger's, without 
reporting contradictory findings. My opinion is that many science 
journalists may adopt a materialistic viewpoint toward NDEs, 
whereas popular culture journalists seek to attract readers by focusing 
on a possible confirmation of the philosophical or religious belief in a 
life beyond physical death. Beauregard and O'Leary concluded that
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"materialists are compelled to go on looking for God genes, helmets, 
spots and modules indefinitely" (p. 99).  

Beauregard's research involved using functional magnetic reso
nance imaging (fMRI) and quantitative electroencephalography 
(QEEG) to observe what was happening in the brains of Carmelite 
nuns while they were in a state of contemplation or meditation.  
Contemplation is a major part of Carmelite nuns' activity, as they 
often live in cloisters with little contact with the outside world.  
Because many of them said they previously had mystical experiences, 
he asked them to try to reach that state or imagine what it was like 
while in that state. The control or baseline for comparison was asking 
them to imagine an intense state of union with another human being.  
Previous research had shown that the brain often activates the same 
areas when thinking about any past experience as when going through 
the original experience. Beauregard found that, by comparison with 
controls, multiple areas of the nuns' brains were activated and that no 
specific spot in the brain was activated. (Some materialists have 
hypothesized a singular "God Spot" that supposedly is "responsible" 
for mystical experiences, although they have contradicted each other 
as to exactly where in the brain the "spot" is located.) Although these 
nuns were cloistered contemplatives, the authors noted that "people 
who have RSMEs, far from being out of touch, are typically mentally 
and physically healthy" (p. 278) and score high on scales of 
psychological well-being. They noted that Abraham Maslow spoke of 
mystical experiences as "perfectly natural human peak experiences" 
(p. 290).  

Beauregard and O'Leary's conclusion was that the mind is separate 
from the brain. NDEs were one of three topic areas that they used to 
explain their nonmaterialist science of the mind. A second area was 
treatment of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) using a psycho
therapeutic technique. A number of patients underwent positron 
emission tomography (PET) scans before and after treatment. Those 
who experienced the most significant improvements showed major 
changes in brain activity in the areas associated with problems in 
OCD patients, which the authors interpreted as the mind influencing 
the brain. A third area was the placebo effect, which the authors 
interpreted to mean that if the mind thinks it has received something 
that is supposed to correct a medical problem, it will correct the 
problem itself even if the pill does nothing. As an example of an NDE, 
they used the case of Pam Reynolds, who had an NDE during surgery
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in which the medical team used EEG to monitor her brain's electrical 
activity. The EEG showed no brain activity and another device showed 
no heart activity at what apparently was the same time she was 
having part of her NDE. The authors believed this case demonstrates 
that "mind, consciousness and self continue when the brain is no 
longer functional and clinical criteria of death have been reached" 
(p. 155). Although I find all of their arguments interesting, I think 
materialist believers would not accept any of them as refuting their 
belief system.  

Although unrelated to their explanation of nonmaterialism, two of 
their insights into NDEs I found very informative. One was that "the 
life review is not an external expression of divine wrath but a 
requirement that [NDErs] experience the true outcomes of their 
choices" (p. 158). The second was that people who attempt suicide and 
have an NDE abandon thoughts of suicide because "losing the fear of 
death seems to mean losing the fear of life itself" (p. 159).  

In this book, the authors raised the issue that, although brains, 
minds, and consciousness are related, no material mechanism 
accounts for that relationship. One of their main conclusions, 
supported by the case of Pam Reynolds, was that "such findings lead 
me to posit that the transformative power of RSMEs arises from an 
encounter with an objectively real force that exists independently from 
the individuals who have the experience" (p. 292). Note, however, that 
the subtitle of the book is, "A neuroscientist's case for the existence of 
the soul." So readers now have soul, mind, consciousness, brain, and 
an objectively real force, but the authors did not provide a conclusion 
as to how these entities relate. Is the soul the same as the mind, which 
is responsible for consciousness and then uses the brain? Though they 
showed that a materialistic explanation cannot account for all of the 
data, I believe that a soul/mind theory requires some better 
explanation than that given in the book. Mysticism is sometimes 
referred to as a higher level of consciousness. Why do some souls or 
minds reach this higher level while others do not? Some people seem to 
seek it, but for others it just seems to occur spontaneously.  

For readers interested in how NDEs may relate to mind and 
consciousness, The Spiritual Brain is a good book. The perspective of 
these authors is closely related to that of the authors of another recent 
book in which they defend the premise that the mind is separate from 
the brain, Irreducible Mind: Toward a Psychology for the 2 1St Century 
(Kelly, Kelly, Crabtree, Gauld, Grosso, & Greyson, 2006). I recommend
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Irreducible Mind, with its 800 pages that include many good 
references along with chapters on NDEs and mystical experiences, 
as a companion volume to The Spiritual Brain.  
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