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emy Tompkins, New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2014, 165 pp., 
$16.99 pb (ISBN 978-1-4767-6640-9).

This book by Eben Alexander, MD, neurosurgeon and near-death ex-
periencer, is the follow-up to his best selling Proof of Heaven: A Neuro-
surgeon’s Journey into the Afterlife (2012). In his new book, Alexander 
entertains and attempts to answer three questions that he says “have 
been intensely important to us: Who are we? Where did we come from? 
Where are we going?” (p. xviii). The book comprises an introduction 
and seven chapters, plus an appendix and bibliography. Each chap-
ter focuses on a “gift,” such as knowledge or hope, given to humanity 
through near-death experiences (NDEs). Much of the book consists of 
letters that Alexander received following the publication of his first 
book and reflections on his experience in the context of the present 
book’s subtitle. The letters are intended to illustrate the theme of each 
chapter.

My interest in this book comes from the fact that I have been an 
NDE researcher for about 25 years and continue to pursue the field 
through my current study of philosophy; by the time of publication of 
this review, I will have earned my B.A. and will be heading to gradu-
ate school. Previously, I had careers in physical chemistry and coun-
seling psychology, so it is from those vantage points that I conducted 
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my previous NDE research. I published three articles in in this Jour-
nal the 1990s and a book chapter in 2006 on the topic. Although my 
prior work was mainly concerned with the reconciliation of NDEs and 
physical science, since that time my interests have evolved towards 
the philosophical and spiritual meaning of NDEs.

The only opportunity I have had to interact with Alexander was 
as a co-presenter of a workshop with him and Robert and Suzanne 
Mays at the 2013 conference of the International Association for Near- 
Death Studies. From that experience, I learned that Alexander and I 
have some very similar ideas about the ultimate meaning of NDEs, 
although we disagree on some points of interpretation and in terms 
of our theoretical viewpoints of the phenomenon. Nonetheless, when I 
heard of this new book, I was quite intrigued because the stated sub-
ject was very much in line with my current interests: a historical and 
philosophical analysis of NDEs. It was thus with great anticipation 
that I began to read The Map of Heaven, even as I wondered what the 
title could mean.

After having read the book, I am of two minds about it. This ambiv-
alence will be strongly reflected in my review below. On one hand, my 
predominant interest is academic, as I have indicated above, and so 
I wished for the book to contribute to my understanding of the stated 
subject and hoped that any understanding thus gained would contrib-
ute to my own research. In these respects, my desires were only very 
modestly addressed. On the other hand, I am well aware that this 
book was not written for people like me but, rather, for the general 
lay audience, and so Alexander took on a somewhat conversational 
tone with a minimum of complicated concepts and an almost complete 
lack of depth in terms of explaining, exploring, and defending cer-
tain propositions and assertions. This approach will bother only me 
and like-minded people; lay readers of Alexander’s first book will most 
likely find this sequel to be a worthy and enlightening successor. I will 
expand on all these points below.

In the introduction, which is as long as each of several chapters, 
Alexander began with a discussion of human nature that temporarily 
entertained the materialist perspective that humans are nothing but 
their physical bodies—matter and nothing else. This is, in fact, the 
status-quo scientific and philosophical view of humanity, and Alex-
ander said, “yet we humans have never been completely happy with 
that” (p. xiv). He then delved briefly into the history of chemistry and 
science as a way of arriving at the three questions I quoted above. 
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This sequence led Alexander to examine the scientific developments 
that have cast doubt on a Newtonian understanding of the world and 
of humans—such as quantum physics—and to remind readers that 
before the scientific age, people generally believed that humans were 
more than physical beings. This belief, he said, is something many 
people have lost, but the current revival of the study of consciousness 
is leading people back to where they were. He argued for “a marriage 
of spirituality and science that will change the way we understand 
and experience ourselves forever” (p. xxvii). All this material precisely 
mirrors my own views; I could not agree more with his assertions up 
to this point.

Towards the end of the introduction, Alexander began to readdress 
his own experience, as he did throughout the book. He set the stage 
for what was to come: the “Gifts of Heaven” as he called them, one 
per chapter. He concluded the introduction with the statement that 
all people have memories of heaven within them and that his goal in 
this book was to help readers bring those memories “to the surface—
helping you find your own map to that very real place . . .” (p. xxxv). 
This statement was as close as Alexander came to explaining the title, 
for the remainder of the book provided nothing that I could identify as 
a map of heaven. This point notwithstanding, the first chapter (“The 
Gift of Knowledge”) opened promisingly with a short discussion of the 
Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle, giants still in the world of phi-
losophy, and Alexander contrasted their two viewpoints as a model for 
spiritual versus scientific thinking. This discussion was very much an 
oversimplification, to which Alexander admitted, but he was correct 
that the two thinkers had very different perspectives. 

Alexander used this discussion as an introduction to the ancient 
“mystery religions” that dominated the Eastern Mediterranean from 
the time of the great Egyptian dynasties until early in the Common 
Era. Here is where he connected with the theme of knowledge, stating 
that it was knowledge of the existence of the afterlife that initiates 
into these religions gained by virtue of their initiations. Through my 
own study I know this assertion to be true; however, the academic 
impulse in me found Alexander’s discussion to be somewhat light and 
breezy, with a disappointing lack of references and development of the 
themes. These factors characterized most of the remainder of the book 
as well. However, for the non-academic these ideas would probably be 
a revelation. Unfortunately, with the end of this chapter readers also 
see the end of a philosophically focused discussion, although Plato and 
Aristotle would make several cameo appearances later.
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In the next chapter, “The Gift of Meaning,” Alexander opened with 
a brief continuation of the Plato/Aristotle contrast but quickly turned 
to letters from his readers, quotations from other books on NDEs, quo-
tations from scholars from the past (such as Joseph Campbell) and 
present, and a revisiting of Alexander’s own experience. All of these 
reports and quotations, which constitute the majority of the chapter, 
were intended to convey one message: “the world has meaning. The 
higher worlds speak to us wherever we are” (p. 31). He closed the chap-
ter with the thought that although life may seem meaningless, this 
conclusion is far from the true case: The universe speaks the language 
of meaning.

Chapter Three, “The Gift of Vision,” began with Alexander assert-
ing that in living an earthly life, humans’ spiritual vision is obscured; 
he quoted St. Paul to make his point. Alexander then delved alter-
nately into philosophy and science, quoting René Descartes and at-
tributing to Isaac Newton an implicitly materialist viewpoint. Here, I 
believe that Alexander was mistaken, for Newton was, indeed, a phys-
ical scientist but was also a man of faith and a mystic as well as an 
alchemist. It is hardly clear that Newton was the paradigmatic exam-
ple of a materialist. Nonetheless, Alexander used Newton as a foil to 
advance a discussion of the relationship between science and religion, 
a recurring theme in the book. The discussion turned to science and 
scientists, with a particular focus on Emanuel Swedenborg, an early 
scientific proponent of the existence of worlds (dimensions) beyond the 
present one. This was one of a few discussions Alexander provided in 
which he went into some depth; I found it interesting and useful. The 
chapter closed with a defense of the reality of heaven. Unfortunately, 
the theme of “vision” was somewhat diffuse as the chapter closed.

“The Gift of Strength” was the subject of the following chapter, 
which is very short—consisting of only eight pages. It opened with 
an extended quotation of a Hindu sage, with the point that humans 
believe that they are something small when, in fact, the opposite is 
the case. Alexander stated that if people can unlearn this erroneous 
message, they can become much stronger. The path to this outcome, 
he apparently believed, is to dispel the apparent conflict between sci-
ence and religion, and again here his thoughts reflected my own. He 
argued against dogma in both fields, seeking instead flexibility that 
can lead to reconciliation. The chapter closed with a brief revisiting of 
philosophy and a letter from a reader.

Chapter Five was “The Gift of Belonging,” in which Alexander be-
gan by describing the work of Alister Hardy, a British biologist, and 
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William James, the famous American psychologist and philosopher. 
Both men held that inner experience was the key to spiritual knowl-
edge. Both emphasized inner extraordinary moments in the lives of 
ordinary people as key to understanding humans’ spiritual nature. 
Alexander quoted Hardy as saying that people often do not feel free 
to discuss such experiences, then provided a long letter from a reader 
to illustrate the point. He also quoted some of the cases Hardy had 
discussed that demonstrated the same idea. Interlaced in this discus-
sion was a somewhat general discussion of the role of the brain in 
consciousness and the inadequacy of the hypothesis that the brain 
generates consciousness. Again, I strongly agree—considering that 
this was the topic of my talk during the workshop in which Alexander 
and I co-presented. The chapter’s theme of belonging was in the back-
ground throughout the chapter but was clearly visible only rarely. One 
instance, near the chapter’s end, occurred when Alexander attested to 
the reality of heaven and its message: “We are loved. We are known. 
We belong” (p. 85). People belong, Alexander said, to both the spiritual 
and the physical worlds. I agree.

The final two chapters I found to be the most powerful in the book. 
This reaction was perhaps because Alexander seemed to have dis-
pensed with issues that, although weighty, did not carry the weight 
of these last two points of focus. The second-to-last Chapter Six was 
entitled, “The Gift of Joy.” Again, it was not so easy for me to identify 
this theme as the chapter’s organizing principle; however, here Alex-
ander entertained ideas that I think are extremely important, even 
if he did not treat them in depth or at length. In fact, I feel that an 
entire, rather substantial book could be written around the ideas in 
this chapter. Alexander described in a fair amount of detail the worlds 
he encountered beyond this one during his NDE. I found the details 
fascinating, and although they consisted simply of a report of his ex-
perience, they finally satisfied my academic urges. He testified to the 
ultra-reality of these realms compared with the physical one. And in 
these realms, and even in describing them to readers, Alexander re-
ported joy as the overwhelming emotion he experienced. In support 
of this point, he quoted part of Natalie Sudman’s NDE. As the chap-
ter neared its end, the idea of joy became more prominent. Alexander 
recommended a way for people to experience this joy for themselves: 
“We must relearn how to see this world in the light of heaven” (p. 104). 
Although I still could not find any map of it, heaven was the recurring 
theme throughout the book.

In the final chapter, “The Gift of Hope,” Alexander began with a 
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discussion of time, but this focus quickly led to his description of him-
self prior to his NDE as having lost hope. He attributed the restora-
tion of hope in his life to his NDE. He provided a letter from a reader 
on the same theme. He suggested that the hopelessness of earthly life 
can be cured by knowledge—or experience—of the realms beyond. He 
then returned to the theme of time and further discussed his own 
experience in these terms. Alexander contrasted time in non-earthly 
and earthly realms, saying that in the non-earthly domain, “it was a 
richer, more spacious kind of time than we experience here on earth” 
(p. 117).

He briefly discussed the connections among time, death, heaven, 
and reincarnation. Again, I believe an entire book could be written 
about the ideas presented in these few brief pages. Alexander’s point 
was that human earthly life is but one stop on a very long spiritual 
journey that takes people to and from this world and, alternately, from 
and to the worlds beyond. This spiritual path is an educational one. 
He emphasized that the core entity that makes this journey is the 
same throughout—that is, each person’s soul. Further, he made nu-
merous connections between the physical and non-physical worlds and 
discussed existence in both. This material again involved a re-telling 
and analysis of his experience, and this material I found useful for 
my own edification. As the book closed, Alexander made a case for 
optimism about humanity’s future, suggesting that the time is coming 
when everyone will realize who they are, where they came from, and 
where they are going—the three big questions. I can only hope that 
his optimism is well founded.

I found the strengths of this book to be many, and I have already 
pointed out several of them. Alexander did indeed make connections 
among history, philosophy, and NDEs; he also elaborated on his own 
experience to good effect and provided testimony from his readers to 
bolster his points. He did not dwell on the points he made but moved 
right along to the next point. Thus, I found the book to be a quick 
and easy read that consistently kept my attention. As I said earlier, 
I believe the lay reader will find the book enlightening because it ad-
dresses primary questions about human existence and human nature 
that interest almost everyone—and does so in a very accessible way. 
The bibliography is especially helpful in guiding the reader to further 
relevant material; if one pursues the listed sources, there are months 
of interesting reading ahead.

As I have previously hinted, the weaknesses of this book—from my 
perspective—spring mainly from the same sources as its strengths. 
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These weaknesses include the relatively light treatment that history 
and philosophy received and the brief discussions of extremely deep 
and important subjects. I believe that in a few places Alexander made 
small mistakes regarding science and philosophy. Further, he failed 
to give references to many of the thinkers he mentioned or quoted; a 
reader can find many of the referenced documents in the bibliography, 
but Alexander often provided no direct connection between the text 
and the bibliography. This omission stands in distinction to two rela-
tively recent books by other MDs that are reports of research studies: 
those by Jeffery Long (2010) and Pim van Lommel (2010), the latter 
being particularly rigorous.

These are academic complaints, and as I have already offered, it 
is only people like me who would find these aspects of the book to 
be problematic. Still, I do recommend that people with academic in-
terests read this book, because it provides important details about 
Alexander’s experience and various clues and tidbits that can lead to 
more in-depth ideas and resources. This book can serve as an impor-
tant source of new ideas and directions for research by those intrigued 
by the interests that Alexander and I share. Alexander has made a 
contribution to the NDE literature that I believe will spawn more re-
search into the realms beyond humans’ earthly domain and reveal our 
true spiritual nature, a development that, in the interest of human-
ity’s wellbeing, cannot come too soon.
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