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Many opportunities are available to doctoral students who reach out 
and take them. This review is one of those opportunities. In the list-
serv for the Association for Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious Values 
in Counseling in which I’m involved, I saw an announcement from 
the Journal of Near- Death Studies (JNDS) Assistant Editor for Me-
dia Reviews looking for book reviewers, and I decided to jump in. I 
am trained as a mental health counselor, so I will preface my review 
by noting that I have read this book from the perspective of a mental 
health counselor. I do not have an extensive background in studying 
near-death experiences (NDEs) explicitly; in fact, reading this book 
was my first exposure to concepts like near-death-like experiences 
(NDLEs)—with the same or very similar features and aftereffects as 
NDEs but not occurring during a close brush with death—and spiritu-
ally transformative experiences (STEs). I do, however, have an inter-
est in NDEs in general for reasons pertaining specifically to meaning. 

My main motivation in attending to NDEs comes from an area of 
counseling involving meaning-making. A key moment in my decision 
process to pursue a career in counseling was reading Viktor Frankl’s 
Man’s Search for Meaning (1959). In the book, Frankl talked about 
a will to meaning, stating that if people can find meaning in what 
they are doing, then they can lead full lives. I believe that individu-
als frequently find meaning in simple things in life but often find it 
hard to make meaning out of suffering and tragedies. When individu-
als do make meaning out of strife, they are generally better for it. 
In studying NDEs, it appears that it is beneficial to make meaning 
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out of these experiences and that individuals must make meaning out 
of these experiences in order to continue living their lives. So in or-
der to better understand meaning in the lives of people who have had 
NDLEs and STEs, I took the opportunity to review Nancy Clark’s 
Divine Moments: Ordinary People Having Spiritually Transformative 
Experiences. I jumped at the chance to review it based on the title. I 
imagined that having STEs would generally entail examinations of 
the experiences and attempts to make meaning out of them. I have 
had no previous contact with Clark and first heard of her name when 
JNDS offered me this book review opportunity.

Nancy Clark is a cytologist who has much experience in the NDE 
community and is the founder of the Columbus, Ohio local Interna-
tional Association of Near- Death Studies (IANDS) Friends of IANDS 
group. From her writing style throughout the book, her passion for 
this work was palpable. Despite repeatedly stating her stance as a 
scientist, for the majority of the book Clark seemed to be pursuing a 
more personal agenda as an experiencer and promoter of NDLEs and 
STEs. By promoter, I mean that her purpose in writing the book was 
to spread the word of NDLEs and STEs as valid experiences with the 
divine. As I will discuss, most of the individuals in the book talked 
about having a need to serve, and I suspect that Clark wrote this book 
to fulfill her own need to serve. It seems that Clark did not consider 
writing this book to be as much a personal choice as a psychospiritual 
necessity. 

Clark attempted to spread the word about NDLEs and STEs in or-
der to provide others with a resource with which to compare and con-
trast their experiences. This resource is available to help those who 
have had these experiences to come out to the world and inform others 
about them. I believe that Clark has achieved her goal in writing the 
book and will continue to work towards her goal of helping others give 
voice to their NDLEs and STEs. I also think that Clark has contrib-
uted to the literature on NDLEs and STEs by detailing these experi-
ences for laypeople and spreading awareness of NDLEs and STEs. 
Although I believe that Clark accomplished her goal, I perceived some 
missteps along the way.

Clark devoted the first five chapters of the book to explanations of, 
and Clark’s experiences with, NDLEs and STEs. She spent the first 
few chapters explaining in detail why these experiences are important 
and real. To Clark, NDLEs lead to STEs that literally transform in-
dividuals’ mindsets and beliefs about spirituality. The majority of the 
book was dedicated to providing 47 individuals who have had NDLEs 
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and STEs with the opportunity to tell their stories. Some individuals 
remained anonymous, whereas others gave personal email addresses 
and expressed openness to talking with readers about their NDLEs 
and STEs. Some individuals provided a narrative of their experiences, 
whereas others responded to a list of questions Clark asked them 
about their NDLEs or STEs. The last two chapters wrapped up the 
themes in the stories and the power of NDLEs and STEs as a whole, 
with a focus on love and the power that it brings. Although the con-
tents of the book may be inspirational to some readers, I noted a few 
interesting—even controversial—features of it.

The content that I found controversial mostly deals with Clark’s 
contention that the individuals in the book are not insane. Specifically, 
in chapter 2, page 34, Clark asserted that at the time of her NDLE 
delivering a eulogy for a friend, she was mentally stable because she 
was functioning at a high level of intelligence and living a healthy 
and happy life. She went on to say that someone who is “mentally un-
balanced” is usually depressed, has relational issues, and doesn’t see 
their life to be fulfilling in any way. In stating this, Clark seemed to 
exclude “mentally unbalanced” individuals from having NDLEs and, 
furthermore, STEs. 

In counseling individuals that have had spiritual experiences, men-
tal health professionals often hear clients exclaim phrases like, “you 
may think I am crazy” when describing their spiritual experiences. 
My immediate reaction is to let these clients know that I do not think 
that they are crazy or “mentally unbalanced.” I suspect that in ratio-
nalizing her mental state, Clark was reacting to past experiences in 
which people to whom she disclosed her NDLEs and STEs responded 
by pathologizing the experiences and/or her. In early chapters in the 
book, Clark described many people not being interested in hearing 
about her experiences with NDLEs and STEs. However, I worry that 
Clark’s and many of the contributors within her book’s assertions of 
mental health could be misconstrued as not validating the NDLEs and 
STEs of “mentally unbalanced” individuals. In the end, this matter 
speaks to one of the reasons why Clark wrote this book: to normalize 
NDLEs and STEs for individuals who have experienced them and for 
others to know that experiencers are not just hallucinating but that 
their experiences are valid. I fully agree that normalizing NDLEs and 
STEs is important when considering spirituality in counseling, and 
hopefully one day NDLEs and STEs will be normalized by the general 
public. I do believe, though, that the many assertions of mental health 
throughout the book can be misconstrued as invaliding to individuals 
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that suffer from mental health issues: that because they suffer from 
mental health issues, the NDLEs and STEs that they experience are 
not valid. Individuals of all mental conditions have NDLEs and STEs. 
The experiences themselves are unrelated to mental disorders and, 
therefore, do not deserve to be dismissed out of hand on an assump-
tion of psychopathology. That being said, the experiences that Clark 
and her contributors have been through in sharing their NDLEs and 
STEs with individuals in their lives are some that I cannot imagine 
going through, so I cannot fully fathom the amount of sorrow or anger 
when they are told that their experiences are invalid. Thus, I under-
stand and feel empathy for the contributors’ consistent assertions of 
mental health. I just wish Clark had clarified the matter so as not to 
inadvertently disenfranchise people with mental health issues from 
also having had “valid” NDLEs and STEs. 

Another concern of mine was Clark’s passionate writing style. I feel 
that it may be accessible to some individuals and slightly off-putting to 
others. I found myself distracted by bolded and capitalized words and 
by frequent exclamation points. Other readers may find these stylistic 
choices to be endearing, and I believe that that is the audience that 
Clark was primarily writing for. 

Moving from controversial to merely interesting notes, an aspect 
of the book I found interesting was that it was basically a qualita-
tive study of the lived experiences of those who have had NDLEs and 
STEs. It is common in qualitative research to emphasize common 
themes between people’s narratives and provide only one or two ex-
amples of those themes. Clark did mention themes at the beginning 
of the book, but she left all the narratives intact. Upon reflection, I 
saw the value of keeping the complete stories in experiencers’ own 
voices—even having one story in slightly broken English in order for 
the author’s voice to be authentically heard. I think it would be inter-
esting to go back and code and analyze the data to see if they reflect 
other theories of STEs (Foster & Holden, 2011), but that again is not 
the point of the book.

Overall, I believe that Clark has achieved her goal in writing this 
book and will continue to work towards her goal of helping others to 
voice their NDLEs and STEs. With my previously stated caveats in 
mind, I believe that the book works to explain what NDLEs and STEs 
are and how people can experience them. Part of the rationale for the 
book is that people are often scared or nervous about sharing their 
NDLEs and STEs, as they may feel chastised or treated unfairly for 
having and sharing these experiences. Clark gathered an abundance 
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of stories to show readers that many people have had these experiences 
and that they are perfectly normal. All of Clark’s contributors ex-
pressed benefits from their experiences, so to readers they seem bene-
ficial for the most part, save for social or relational issues that some 
narrators described. Some individuals have had divorces, experienced 
broken social contact, and suffered harassment for sharing their sto-
ries; the fact that so many of these stories are in a single volume might 
engender courage in readers who are afraid to share their NDLEs 
and STEs. I see this book as a possible reference point and source of 
strength for any types of individuals that have had NDLEs and STEs.  
Clark contributed to the extant literature on spiritual experiences by 
giving voice to those who have had NDLEs and STEs as a means to 
expose these unique experiences to laypeople outside the context of 
existing research on spiritual experiences, NDLEs, and STEs. 

As for whom I would recommend read this book to, I think first of 
people who have had NDLEs or STEs. I believe that reading this book 
would help them to normalize their experiences, to take ownership of 
them, and to acknowledge them as genuine and potentially important 
to their lives. Health professionals (e.g., nurses, doctors, counselors, 
chaplains, or psychologists) could also benefit by reading this book, 
especially those who are interested in learning about the varieties of 
NDLEs and STEs and of people who experience them. I would not rec-
ommend anyone in particular to avoid this book, as it sheds light on 
experiences for any interested reader to understand, possibly identify 
with, and possibly be inspired to strive for positive change that some 
individuals in the book described as a result of their experiences.

As I was interested in the research aspect of this book, I was curi-
ous about how researchers in counseling and psychology are approach-
ing NDLEs and STEs. Interested readers will find a comprehensive 
review of such research in Foster and Holden’s (2011) chapter on hu-
man and spiritual development and transformation in Cashwell and 
Young’s book, Integrating spirituality and religion into counseling: A 
guide to competent practice. Further guidance on integrating spiritu-
ality and STEs in counseling can be found in the same book.
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