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Do near-death experiences provide compelling evidence for the existence of an afterlife?
What is an afterlife? The idea that something in humanity continues to exist after the death of the earthly body is one that has been around since man came to the realization that he had sentience. Many people also believe in a life prenatally. That is, that the soul or consciousness that inhabits the shell of the body has inhabited other bodies previously. The belief in a form of reincarnation, I believe, has to go along with the idea of an afterlife and some would suggest that this ability to move away from the body into another realm, such as in a Near Death Experience (NDE) or an Out of Body Experience (OBE) would also include being able to re-inhabit either the body they have ‘left’ or to inhabit a ‘new’ body, albeit without necessarily the memories.
An NDE is typically recounted from the following
· Reports from those who have been brought back from being considered dead and resuscitated
· Reports of death-bed experiences from attending medics
· Out of body experience reports
These reports include many different experiences, commonly, but not restricted to
· Feelings of great calm and joy
· Visions of lights/tunnels
· Visitations from dead relatives
Many patients report being told that it wasn’t their time to die and that they had to return to their body, and many also report feeling that they didn’t want to return because the experience was so overwhelmingly beautiful.
Dr Eben Alexander, in Proof of Heaven, relates that in his NDE he had ‘no earthly memories whatsoever, and the only pain and heartache I felt was when I had to return to Earth, where I’d begun.’ [footnoteRef:1] That is, back to the body his consciousness inhabited and that it was only after he ‘returned’ that he remembered who he was, but also realized what he had lost in returning. [1:  Eben Alexander, Proof of Heaven, (London: Piatkus, 2012) P 79.] 

Many religions have a belief in an afterlife, a belief in Heaven and Hell, and in various states in between. Christianity cites the end of days, when all will rise and be judged according to their deeds and the just being taken to God’s side. Buddhists believe ‘after death one is either reborn into another body (reincarnated) or enters nirvana’[footnoteRef:2] Spiritualists ‘view of the afterlife is one where the dead are able to watch the living from a distance, and often want to offer advice to living friends and relatives about how to solve their earthly problems’[footnoteRef:3] with contradictions on where or what this disembodied entity is or where it resides. [2:  Buddhism on The Afterlife, 2016, <http://www.religionfacts.com/buddhism/afterlife> [accessed 18 September 2019].
]  [3:  J Denoski, A Spiritualist's View of After-death States, 2000,  <http://www.spiritualtravel.org/OBE/spiritualist.html> [accessed 18 September 2019].] 

One major theory about NDEs is that it is about the process of dying, not death itself as there is no scientific evidence. To do that there would have to be absolute proof of total brain death, followed by the resurrection of the body.
Neuroscientists and philosophers of mind point out the close dependence of conscious experience on brain activity. Many argue that consciousness is nothing over and above brain activity, and that human persons in general are nothing over and above their physical bodies. [footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Adam Wood, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature and the Afterlife, 2016,  <https://cct.biola.edu/thomas-aquinas-human-nature-soul-afterlife/>  [accessed 18 September 2019].] 

Aquinas said that the body is not the soul ‘Aquinas thought of souls as whatever it is in living things that makes them alive.’ [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid.] 

Physical explanations have been put forward to explain NDEs, including
· Hallucinations from drugs given as part of the process of resuscitation or drugs taken by the NDE experiencer, whether prescribed or elicit. 
· Anoxia/increased carbon monoxide occurring when the heart stops beating. As soon as the heart stops blood ceases to flow, causing oxygen levels to drop immediately.
· Drop in blood pressure, causing similar symptoms to anoxia.
· Emotional distress caused by fear, pain causing disassociation, a psychological mechanism to cope with the possibility of death.
There are factors to consider that could preclude the above as explanations. 
· Between 10% and 15% recall NDEs but many more are given drugs that do not have these experiences.
· Many people who experience anoxia or carbon monoxide poisoning report merely blacking out or feeling immensely tired and wanting to sleep but nothing more.
· Experiences happen quickly, therefore people may not have time to react psychologically.
The theory that many people wish to believe in is that NDEs are a glimpse into a life beyond death, whether it is a heaven, another dimension or just the next stage in our existence. These experiences are not restricted to those of a religious persuasion. People from various religions report similar experiences but they are also reported by people from all backgrounds, social status, education and nations. People who have no religious convictions have reported feeling no fear of death after a NDE.
Those who report experiences are confident in their convictions that the consciousness/ soul continues after death and science has not been able (yet) to prove otherwise
In 1908 an American doctor, Duncan MacDougal created what has become known as the 21 gram experiment. By using precision scales on patients that were certain to die, he recorded the weights at and precisely after death, concluding that each of the six patients he recorded lost exactly 21 grams when they expired.[footnoteRef:6] Although not directly related to NDEs, such experiments and the publicity surrounding them add to the theory that there is something physical that forms the consciousness that exits the body at the moment of death, although an experiment of this type would not be considered ethical in modern society. It shows, though, the lengths that people have been prepared to go to to provide evidence of an afterlife. [6: Steve Palace, The 21 Grams Experiment, 2018  https://www.thevintagenews.com/2018/11/30/21-grams-experiment/ [accessed 18 September 2019].] 

Accounts of OBEs from people born blind recalling ‘seeing’ in detail from above. Vicky ‘found herself above the scene of (her) accident, looking down at what she realized must be a crumpled-up van. Having never ‘seen’ anything as a blind person … it was hard to adjust to … and ‘seeing’ was scary at first’[footnoteRef:7] Vicky goes on to relate watching the doctors working on her and recognizing herself as the tall, thin woman with long hair on the bed. A doctor investigating the reports of Vicky and other blind people states that her ‘reported observations could not have been the result of sensory perception or a functioning visual cortex’[footnoteRef:8] This could be countered with the fact that Vicky claimed to have seen Jesus, giving a visual description entirely representative of traditional images as depicted throughout the ages. There were many other factors in her account of her OBE that appear to both appeal to a sense of truth (descriptions of childhood friends and so on) and others that call for a sense of disbelief (such as the fact that she could only describe colour as shades of light and dark). [7: John Burke, Imagine Heaven (USA: Baker Books, 2015) p 44.]  [8:  Ibid p 50.] 

Many descriptions of OBEs are that of heaven as a perfect garden with ‘beautiful lush green grass and roses of all different colours. I went and cupped some of them and they began to sing to me’ as described by Kim Rives. [footnoteRef:9] Mary Baxter described the angel she saw at her bedside as having ‘rainbow wings about twelve feet high and a white garment on’ [footnoteRef:10] Both of these descriptions are very Western idealized versions of a symbol of religion, versions that have been described through the centuries and depicted by artists and writers alike, suggesting that people experience what they expect based on cultural knowledge. [9:  Rachel J Hopkins, True Stories of Near Death Experiences, (ebook 2017) location 79.]  [10:  Ibid location 115.] 

Rabbi Lionel Blue speaks of his beliefs in that he cannot conceive of an afterlife because ‘when I die both time and space will die with me’[footnoteRef:11] but that he can conceive of a ‘beyond life’. I bring Rabbi Blue here because he speaks of his own experience of OBEs as a conscious choice he can make to ‘step(s) outside of me and from somewhere near the ceiling look(s) down on the whole caboodle’[footnoteRef:12] of whatever social situation he finds himself in. As some, like Rabbi Blue, claim to be able to instigate an OBE, could this, if proved, go some way to explaining an OBE as part of an NDE? If it is possible for those living to make the disconnect from their earthly body at will, could it be that those who experience it at, or close to, death are experiencing a normal breaking free of the soul or consciousness? [11:  Dan Cohn-Sherbok and Christopher Lewis (eds) Beyond Death, (Ipswich: Macmillan Press, 1995) p 1.]  [12:  Ibid.] 

One opposition to the idea of life after death is that there is no evidence because no-one has truly returned from death – that those who have NDEs have only experienced being brought back from the brink rather than resurrection. Many religions believe in reincarnation of the soul. In many cases this is where it is believed that souls re-inhabit the bodies of babies. There are many recorded instances where children purport to recount previous life experiences in graphic detail, only to forget them as they grow older. These stories have been around for many years, but the growth of the internet has seen a rise in parents relating tales of their children discussing how they lived and died in their past life. Sites such as Buzzfeed give a platform to these, with relatives citing stories such as 
When my son was 2 or 3, he'd talk about being an adult who rode horses in the woods. He said that one day he got hurt riding, then everything got dark, and the next thing he knew he was with me. I asked where he got hurt and he pointed to the birthmark on his stomach.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Asia McLain 19 Kids' Past-Life Memories, <https://www.buzzfeed.com/asiawmclain/19-kids-whose-past-life-memories-will-totally-creep-you-the> [accessed 22 September 2019].] 

Such stories are just that unless able to be verified. Some researchers claim to have evidence that some past-life experiences can be confirmed, such as a child ‘finding’ his wife and family from a previous life and another apparently identifying a WW II crash site where he ‘died’[footnoteRef:14] . [14:  Tara MacIsaac, 10 Outstanding Cases of Detailed, Verified ‘Past-Life Memories  <https://www.theepochtimes.com/10-outstanding-cases-of-detailed-verified-past-life-memories_1778495.html.> [accessed 22 September 2019]..] 

Dr Steven Laurys, a Belgian doctor, has done some research into NDEs and believes that ‘Many individuals having had NDEs were not physically in danger of death suggesting that the perception, on its own, of the risk of death seems to be important in eliciting NDEs’, concluding that ‘near-death experiences originate in human physiology. ‘It is this dysfunctional brain that produces these phenomena’’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ben Brumfield,  Afterlife' feels 'even more real than real’, https://edition.cnn.com/2013/04/09/health/belgium-near-death-experiences/index.html [Accessed 19 September 2019].] 

Whilst there is no scientific evidence either way (it would be unethical to scan the brains of a patient near death and whilst bringing them back from the brink) almost all of those who claim to have experienced a NDE or OBE are utterly convinced that the experience is real and that they have seen a glimpse (or more) of what awaits them after death. 
When my own father was in his early sixties he suffered a massive heart attack. While the paramedics worked on him, when he arrived at the hospital, and again when he was in the coronary care unit he arrested three times. The final time we were told he wouldn’t make it but they brought him back. He had an NDE which he only spoke about once to me and my sister. He told us of a great light and a feeling of calm, and that there was no fear. This was a man of no religious convictions other than being brought up in a ‘Christian country’. It did not change his convictions but he seemed unafraid of death to the point of refusing bypass surgery for many years with a popular phrase of his being ‘what will be will be’. He didn’t have the required surgery until a further heart attack many years later. This first-hand account brings the subject closer but still does not fully convince me of the reality of an afterlife.
Philosophers through the ages have considered what, if anything, comes after the death of the mortal body. Socrates, I feel, somewhat sat on the fence with his idea that ‘either death entails the cessation of our conscious existence or it entails a departure to some other place’ [footnoteRef:16], but that either would be a satisfactory ending. He is understood to have relinquished any fear of death as ‘it would be unreasonable for a philosopher to fear death, since upon dying he is most likely to obtain the wisdom which he has been seeking his whole life’ [footnoteRef:17] Plato argued the case for the soul in depth in Phaedo, written, it is believed, immediately prior to Socrates death by hemlock. Whether or not you believe this work to be fiction rather than a factual account, he sets forth the idea that the soul existed before and during life and continues to exist after death, with it being immortal. Plato’s theory of ‘two kinds of existences: (a) the visible world that we perceive with our senses, which is human, mortal, composite, unintelligible, and always changing, and (b) the invisible world of Forms that we can access solely with our minds’ [footnoteRef:18], led him to the belief that the soul of a good man (a philosopher) would inhabit the world of (b). These ideas are, of course, just one part of Plato’s discourse. [16:  Alice Van Harten, Socrates on Life and Death, date unknown, <https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/B2B0F7971118CD45D699C8F486D90348/S1750270500001317a.pdf/socrates_on_life_and_death_plato_apology_40c541c7.pdf> [accessed 22 September 2019].]  [17: Tim Connolly, Plato: Phaedo, date not given, < https://www.iep.utm.edu/phaedo/#SSSH3civ2> [Accessed 19 September 2019].
]  [18:  Ibid.] 

Conclusion
NDEs and OBEs are well documented in the media as personal accounts, but until a soul or consciousness can return to explain what happens after the decomposition of the earthly body, I do not believe they provide sufficient proof of an afterlife. The scientific evidence of the reasonings behind NDEs are more compelling to me. The evidence for the effects of anoxia and drugs are detailed and known and the fact that the human brain can be convinced of many things that are not happening is, to me, stronger than even first-hand accounts from those that are convinced of having seen beyond this life. The sensations and feelings derived from drug use are often the main purpose for just such use.
What these experiences do provide is a sense of peace surrounding the death process and they can give comfort to both those who have faced death once and to those who will eventually, as we all will, face death.
I would like to believe that there is more to our existence than this bodily shell and science may yet prove that this is so. We may just have not reached that point yet and I believe that this is the only way we will discover the truth – whatever that truth is.
2525 words


Bibliography
Alexander E, Proof of Heaven, (London: Piatkus, 2012)
Brumfield B,  Afterlife' feels 'even more real than real’, https://edition.cnn.com/2013/04/09/health/belgium-near-death-experiences/index.html
Buddhism on The Afterlife, 2016, <http://www.religionfacts.com/buddhism/afterlife> 
Burke J, Imagine Heaven (USA: Baker Books, 2015)
Chopra D, Life After Death, (London: Ryder, 2006)
Cohen M, Cracking Philosophy, (London: Octopus, 2016)
Cohn-Sherbok, D and Lewis, C (eds) Beyond Death, (Ipswich: Macmillan Press, 1995)
Connolly T, Plato: Phaedo, date not given, < https://www.iep.utm.edu/phaedo/#SSSH3civ2>
[bookmark: _Hlk20047458]De Botton A, Religion For Atheists, (London: Penguin, 2012)
Denoski J, A Spiritualist's View of After-death States, 2000,  <http://www.spiritualtravel.org/OBE/spiritualist.html>
Hopkins R J, True Stories of Near Death Experiences, (ebook 2017)
[bookmark: _Hlk20047887]Kaye S, Philosophy A Complete Introduction, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2013)
MacIsaac T, 10 Outstanding Cases of Detailed, Verified ‘Past-Life Memories  <https://www.theepochtimes.com/10-outstanding-cases-of-detailed-verified-past-life-memories_1778495.html.>
McLain A, 19 Kids' Past-Life Memories, <https://www.buzzfeed.com/asiawmclain/19-kids-whose-past-life-memories-will-totally-creep-you-the>
Palace S, The 21 Grams Experiment, 2018  https://www.thevintagenews.com/2018/11/30/21-grams-experiment/
Swinburne R, The Existence of God, (Oxford: OUP, 2004)
[bookmark: _Hlk20047777]The Open Bible, New American Standard (New York: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1977)
Van Harten A, Socrates on Life and Death, date unknown, <https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/B2B0F7971118CD45D699C8F486D90348/S1750270500001317a.pdf/socrates_on_life_and_death_plato_apology_40c541c7.pdf>
Wood A, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature and the Afterlife, 2016,  <https://cct.biola.edu/thomas-aquinas-human-nature-soul-afterlife/>  

2

image1.jpeg
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





