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The Life Review in Childhood NDEs

To the Editor:
Nancy Evans Bush's paper (1983) on retrospective and parent-told

childhood near-death experiences (NDEs) is interesting and offers the
needed be inning inquiry for a more thorough study of childhood
NDEs. Only further investigation of NDEs and related phenomena
can begin to determine if cultural conditioning is a primary determi-
nant of near-death experience contents.

In many conversations and interviews with individuals who have
had NDEs in childhood, I have heard numerous mentions of both
a life review and a sense of judgment, two features of the NDE that
Bush found lacking in the accounts she reviewed.

Through careful analysis and in-depth investigation, I think
researchers will find the same major elements of the core experi-
ence in childhood as in adult experiencers. According to George
Gallup, Jr.'s statistics (1982), 11 percent of the people who come
close to death report a life review, one of the most often reported
elements of the experience he found. I think this is just as frequent
for children.

I think further clarification needs to be made as to what is meant
by a sense of judgment. Ken Ring wrote that "A sense of (external)
judgment is not a typical feature of the core experience, but a
self-assessment is frequently made when one comes close to death"
(1980, p. 196). If that is the case, the feeling that one did not die
because there still was a reason to live, or because the self would
not surrender to death, constitutes this sense of being judged.

To illustrate these two elements within the context of a childhood
NDE, I shall quote at length from an account of a 43-year-old
surgeon who had a near-death experience more than 30 years ago
when he almost drowned. This excerpt from a longer interview
contains both a sense of judgment and a life review as well as mention
of the influence this experience has had on his later development.

I was about 12 years old. I was swimming across a very deep pond. I
was about halfway across when I suddenly felt very tired. I panicked
because I was only half way across and I wasn't certain if I could make
it all the way to the nearest shore.
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I remember thinking that I would touch down and rest for a few
minutes. When I went to touch down, however, I submerged probably
8 to 10 feet. I realized then that I was in trouble. I struggled to the surface
of the water and then really began to panic. I lost my ability to stay on
the surface and submerged again. I came up again. I remember thinking
that I had gone down two times. With that, I lost control and went down
a third time. At that point, I thought, "Well, this is it."

Each time I went under I thought I was going to die. When I went
down a third time, I had it fixed in my mind that when a person goes
down three times, that's it. I can visualize myself opening my eyes under
the water and seeing a yellow haze. Part of me at that moment thought,
"This is it and I am going to die. I am just going to surrender my body,
my will."

Then part of me said, "No, you're not! You are going to work your
way back to the surface of the water." And that is what I did.

As I drifted into the depths of the water, I thought of my parents.
I thought of the fact that I was young. I thought also about what my
life had involved and what it was all about.

I began to see a visual image of a newspaper. I guess my ego was strong
because I saw a front page. The headline read something like, "JOHN
SMITH DROWNS IN POND!"

Somewhere in here was also a mental picture of my parents being
very sad. The thought that this (my death) was going to be a tremendous
blow to my parents came to me. I knew that they would be terribly sad.
I suddenly felt sad also.

Along with that was a rapid sequence of happy times in my life. I
cannot specifically remember what, but it was a kaleidoscope effect,
a rippling .of thoughts. The rippling of thoughts were positive thoughts
about the happy times as a child. One of the happiest times was mid-
summer and getting up early in the morning and going out to my father's
garden to the tomato plants, puffing one of the tomatoes off the vine
and then eating it. It was such a warm feeling being there with the birds
singing and the color of nature all around me. It was more the feelings
that I experienced rather than the specific images.

I think that it was that final kaleidoscope of thoughts about the happy
times as a child, the sadness I felt for myself because I really did not want
to die, and the sadness I felt for my parents because I thought they would
miss me, that sent a surge of energy within me. And with that energy, I
struggled back to the surface of the water. I thought I was never going
to get to the top but that last surge of adrenalin was enough to get me
to the shore.

All of this was probably compressed into seconds. As I think of it,

I am impressed by the amount of thought that seems to have occurred
in a compact period of time. It's not like you are logically thinking. It's
a surging of various energies. And it was that final burst of energy that
brought me to the surface.

Coming close to losing my life has been a part of the molding of my
becoming a physician and developing my attitude as a physician. Life
became a little more dear to me after that experience.

I remember going through medical school, the difference between
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those who made it and those who didn't was one of sheer tenacity. That
last ditch effort I used to survive in the water came back to me again in
medical school and helped me succeed when others would give up.

If a patient of mine wanted to talk about an NDE, I would want to
listen to it. I would probably offer some consolation if they think they
are crazy and I would acknowledge that the experience is important
because they feel it is important. I think that information about the
field is something that has to be investigated and shared.
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