Letters to the Editor
Near-Death Experiences and Homo noeticus
To the Editor:
I want to offer a brief comment on the meaning of near-death experiences (NDEs), because my concept of Homo noeticus is sometimes

invoked in that regard.
In the Winter 1988 issue of the Journal, Nancy Evans Bush's (1988)
review of Phyllis Atwater's Coming Back to Life (1988) provided an
excellent balance to Rosalie Newsome's (1988) case studies of ego,

moral, and faith development in NDErs. Bush and Atwater rightly
emphasized that living in accord with the spiritual guidance obtained
during an NDE is hard work, requiring profound personal change. It
takes time, patience, commitment, and, as Newsome noted, courage to
integrate the experience. Moreover, the experience itself is not ulti-

mate; just read Da Free John's Easy Death (1983) for a helpful and
healthful critique of the NDE.
Nearly dying can be a crash course in spirituality (no pun intended),
but it's only one course, not grad school. NDEs are enlightening, but
not enlightenment. In terms of Patanjali's yogic model of conscious-

ness, an NDE is equivalent to savikalpa samadhi, or samadhi-withform, that is, a visionary experience involving the subtle plane in

which the experiencer still has a separate sense of self. Beyond that,
however, is nirvikalpa samadhi, or formless samadhi, a causal plane

experience of self-as-cosmos in which there is no separation.
But even that experience is not ultimate. Beyond that, according to

Da Free John, is the state he calls "open eyes enlightenment" or sahai
samadhi, "easy" samadhi, in which all that arises within one's aware-

ness is seen as simply a modification of the Radiant Transcendental
Being, the One-in-all-and-all-in-One. I discussed this in detail in my
book (White, 1985), What Is Enlightenment?
In terms of the mystery school tradition, an NDE is equivalent to the
first initiation, and the disorienting aftereffects that NDErs experience is due in part to their lack of preparation for initiation. There are
higher initiations, however, and they go beyond the form of the NDE
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into the formless. Adeptship, the culmination of mystery schooling, is

far beyond the first initiation.
It is adepts whom I have in mind as models of Homo noeticus: the
Jesuses, the Gautamas, and other enlightened men and women of
history who delineate the characteristics of what I see as the coming
race. Beyond them, it seems to me, are the beings of light met during
NDEs; they are enlightened to a still higher degree, that of actually
being light, and likewise exemplify a still further stage of our future
evolution.
Homo noeticus is such not simply because he or she has awakened at
the heart, a quality wonderfully exemplified by NDErs. Homo noeticus
also has awakened the wisdom-eye. The love of Christ, the compassion
of Buddha, is balanced by wisdom. Without wisdom, transpersonal love
can become "sloppy agape," mere emotionalism or foolish, platitudinous
behavior that turns people off to what NDErs want to share with them.
NDErs have a distinct calling to live in accordance with the ideals
they experience during near-death, and that is fine. But they are
returned to life and the Earth to make the ideal real, to ground it in the
material plane. To realize who we are means living from the wisdom-

eye as well as the heart.
So it is no wonder that Newsome's three cases don't measure extraordinarily well on the conventional instruments she used. While those
instruments may be less than suitable for measuring the Divine,
NDErs themselves are less than fully realized divinity. The ultimate
yardstick was stated simply two millennia ago: "By their fruits ye
shall know them."
By that I do not imply any criticism of Newsome's three subjects, or
of NDErs in general. I merely mean that we all have a long way to go,
and the spiritual journey proceeds at perhaps a slower pace that we'd
like to think after coming back from an NDE. But the timing is God's,
not ours, and the amount of frustration, impatience, and anger we feel

with others for not understanding our reorientation to life or "getting
with the program" is a direct measure of the amount of ego left in us.

References
Atwater, P. M. H. (1988). Coming back to life: The after-effects of the near-death experience. New York, NY: Dodd, Mead.
Bush, N. E. (1988). Book review of Coming back to life: The after-effects of the near-death
experience, by P. M. H. Atwater. Journal of Near-Death Studies, 7, 121-128.
John, D. F. (1983). Easy Death. Clearlake, CA: Dawn Horse Press.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

193

Newsome, R. D. (1988). Ego, moral, and faith development in near-death experiencers:
Three case studies. Journal of Near-Death Studies, 7, 73-105.
White, J. (1985). What is enlightenment? Los Angeles, CA: J. P. Tarcher.

John White
60 Pound Ridge Road
Cheshire, CT 06410

