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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Near- Death Experiences Beyond  
the Scope of Science

To the Editor:
I recently became interested in near- death experiences after hear-

ing about neurosurgeon Eben Alexander and reading his book, Proof 
of Heaven (Alexander, 2012). Heretofore, I had considered all NDEs 
as simply abnormal brain functions that merited little attention, but 
now I’m intrigued. In recognizing Alexander’s credentials and with 
my interest piqued, I’ve been online and discovered a world of thought 
and debate.

As a dentist, I have a strong appreciation for science, and as an in-
ventor with several science- based patents, I also have the greatest re-
spect for the scientific method. obviously I am skeptical of subjective 
claims that can’t be proven. Seeking input from science, I was drawn 
to the September 12, 2011 article in Scientific American in which 
Charles Choi asserted that NDEs are the result of abnormal function-
ing of dopamine and oxygen flow in the dying brain. This is the rev-
elation that many biological scientists had been waiting for, because 
it purports to silence the debate, as is noted in the title of the study, 
“Near- Death Experiences Now Found to Have Scientific Explanation”. 
Other studies have attributed NDEs to carbon dioxide concentrations 
in the brain at the time of death. 

In a superficial sense, there would seem to be a correlation between 
conventional dreams and NDEs, because both are constructs of a sub-
conscious/unconscious brain. However, in conventional dreams, I am 
not aware of dreamlike communication with a deity, even among peo-
ple who have been religious all their lives. of course, there is the occa-
sional flake who claims God appeared to him in a dream and directed 
him to guide the flock in a particular manner, but those are rare.

If dreams about God were commonplace, we could assume that the 
brain was conditioned for such, and the NDE/God conundrum would 
not present itself. However, contrast the typical dream’s absence of de-
ity interaction and NDEs in which the majority of experiencers recall 
vividly having had a meeting with a god of some fashion. How does 
the absence of oxygen and an excess of carbon dioxide in the dying 
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brain account for the preceding dichotomy? What part of physiology 
interfaces with a dying brain to create the perception of meeting with 
God, and for what purpose? Although NDEs are recalled and inter-
preted through the prism of one’s composite experiences, they can’t be 
ascribed to religious indoctrination because the phenomenon affects 
the good, the bad, the atheist, the believer, the child (who understands 
neither the finality of death nor the metaphysical concept of life after 
death), and the adult, and it manifests itself in all cultures the world 
over. What evolutionary purpose is served by a dying brain that, at 
the last moment of earthly existence, indulges in a fanciful interac-
tion with a deity? What is the biological benefit? None that I can see. 
According to the principles of evolution, life does not expend effort 
on frivolous endeavors, and NDEs, from a biological perspective, ap-
pear to be complete frivolity. In arguing that there is no evolutionary/
biological benefit from NDEs, one could also argue that NDEs are 
beyond the biological world.

The burden of proving the validity of the phenomenon is not on the 
people who experience NDEs; rather, the onus is on masters of the 
biological sciences to give a credible explanation for such frivolous 
final-moment dallying with the deities, and I have not seen anything 
that even remotely approaches an adequate explanation. In the final 
analysis, I believe we must recognize that there may be phenomena 
that can’t be explained with Bunsen burners and pipettes, or cyclo-
trons for that matter.
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