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Introduction
This paper seeks to study near-death experiences (NDEs) as ‘peak experiences’ (PEs) and to consider their role in helping someone understand the sky. In this case, someone refers to those that have gone through these happenings. PEs is a term coined by the American psychologist Abraham Maslow in the second half of the 20th century in which he defines them as mystic moments of great joy and fulfilment.
 On the other hand, the term NDEs was first used by the American psychiatrist Raymond Moody in 1975 and describes profound experiences of people that had a near brush with death.
 The essay will start by comparing the different characteristics of both peak experiences and near-death experiences to see if the latter can be regarded as the former. Then it will present an overview of the kind of astral narrative that the NDEs have to subsequently move to study the role that these experiences have in the people that lived them.
Near-death experience as peak experience?
A comparison of PEs and NDEs is the starting point to see if they have similar or dissimilar ground. Maslow argued that peak experiences are the same as mystical, religious or transcendent experiences and he uses those terms indistinctly.
 E. I. F. Williams, Maslow’s book editor, stated that Maslow considered PEs as ‘valid psychological events’.
 Maslow stated that they are ineffable, that is, impossible to put in common language.
 He also affirmed that PEs can happen to anyone regardless of their religion, gender and occupation.
 He added that they can be described with twenty-five different religious aspects such as perceiving the universe as a unified whole, feelings of awe, gratefulness, wonder and not-judged, ego-transcending, self-validating, godlike (one that has gentleness and charity feelings), confusion in time and space, feeling eternity, loss of fear, and visiting heaven. Besides, Maslow claimed that PEs have positive aftereffects such as changes in world’s view, healthy self-perception and relations to others.
 Summing up, Maslow’s peak experiences are deeply positive, psychological and transcendent moments that anyone can live.
On the other hand, NDEs were defined by Bruce Greyson as ‘profound psychological events with transcendental and mystical elements, typically occurring to individuals close to death or in situations of intense physical or emotional danger’.
 Kenneth Ring asserted that ‘most near-death experiencers seem to unfold according to a single pattern, almost as though the prospect of death serves to release a stored, common “program” of feelings, perceptions, and experiences’.
 As can be seen, the similarities between PEs and NDEs start to arise. NDEs have also transcendent and mystic characteristics which are shared by most of the experiencers, and since they happen to people that are about to die means that they can happen to anyone, a feature also seen in PEs. Actually, Ring argued that several studies done in the 80s’, including his own, have confirmed that an NDE is a phenomenon that happens to people irrespective their religious orientation, race, age, gender and activity.
 Helena Cassol et al indicated that near-death experiences are widespread. 
 Likewise, Sam Parnia et al affirmed that NDEs have been noticed in diverse cultures and times and even in children, and István Bókkon and Vahid Salari stated that they are worldwide and happen similarly to adults and children.
 Thus, a near-death experience can happen to anyone, a main characteristic of peak experiences.
Another feature described in Maslow’s PEs that is also found in NDEs is ineffability. Moody, Ring and Cassol described that people that have been through NDEs say that they are ineffable since there are truly no words to describe them.
 The difficulty to express in words an NDE may be related to its core characteristics. Moody listed fifteen features that are commonly found in NDEs. Among them are feeling pleasantness and peace, seeing a dark tunnel, experimenting an out-of-body experience (OBE) that can be perceived as ‘time-lessness’, meeting spiritual beings, feeling immersed in a bright light often associated to a being, having a non-judged life review and losing fear of death since dying may be regarded as entering to a ‘higher state of consciousness’.
 Cassol et al found a transversal theme in the narratives of near-death experiencers (NDErs) that was ‘altered time perception’ and some of the time-bounded ideas they discovered are somewhat similar to Moody’s.
 Ring indicated that after an NDE people feel more self-confident, appreciate life and others more, are less materialistic and more spiritual, and seek for life meaning.
 Similarly, Parnia, Spearpoint and Fenwick asserted that NDEs ‘appear to have a long term protective psychological effect’.
 Up to now, there are several NDE usual characteristics that relate well to a peak-experience such as ineffability, time disorientation, non-judgement, pleasant, godlike and peaceful feelings, life-changing positive impacts, and loss of fear. 
Even though not all NDEs are pleasant or fearless, but the majority. Moody reported that some people that report OBEs may feel panic for not knowing how to return to their bodies.
 On the contrary, Cassol et al stated that OBEs of near-death experiencers are often related to positive feelings (amazement, well-being) but fear, pain and sadness are negative emotions that can also be found in other stages of the NDEs.
 Hence, it cannot be said that all near-death experiences can be classified as peak experiences because not all of them are happy and joyful. Surbhi Khanna and Greyson argued that 6% of the NDErs had an unpleasant emotional tone, while 5% had a mixed or neutral feeling.
 Even though, this shows that the majority of the NDEs can be pleasant and nearer to the PEs’ features. 
Then, how the similarities found in NDEs and PEs are considered by scholars? In the words of Janice Holden and Frank MacHovec, Maslow’s description of PE ‘sounds similar to positive NDEs’.
 Also, John Pennachio’s work concluded that NDEs are mystical experiences because of its elements of transcendence, spirituality, consciousness and self-transformation.
 As stated earlier, Maslow equated peak-experiences to mystical ones, so, according to Pennachio, it can be said that near-death experiences are peak experiences. But NDEs and PEs are not only considered as similars or equals to scholars. Parnia et al considered that peak or transcendental experiences are one of three explanations for the incidence of NDEs, while Kathleen Noble argued that NDEs are catalysts to trigger transcendent or peak experiences.
 Rather different is Edward Hoffman’s and Shoji Muramoto’s approach in which they catalogued NDEs as one of many categories of Maslow’s peak-experiences.
 Recapping, PEs and NDEs have been related in many forms due to their common elements. The lack of absolute resemblances may not equate them, but certainly, a close relationship can be identified. Simplifying, positive NDEs can be examples of peak experiences.
In summary, the peak-experiences described by Maslow share many elements with near-death experiences. Whereas PEs are moments of great joy and fulfilment, NDEs are not always but usually positive. They can both happen to anyone and are definitely profound psychological moments that have transcendent, spiritual, mystic and ineffable elements. They also seem to have a positive impact on the experiencers’ life. Therefore, the majority of positive NDEs can be regarded as cases of peak-experiences.
Another space-time and state of consciousness

If this paper’s aim is to seek the role that NDEs play in the psyche’s understanding of the sky, then a review of the kind of astral narrative that the experiencers had is first needed. To that end, direct testimonies from people that had positive NDEs are to be used and were taken from published material written by scholars. One of the common descriptions of what an NDE feels like is that people think they went elsewhere, usually to a place outside or different to this planet. A man named Darryl (quoted by Ring) said that he went somewhere else, to a more wonderful place than Earth.
 A person referred to by Moody stated ‘ “I know where I’m going when I leave here, because I’ve been there before” ’.
 From other testimonies reported also by Moody, people described to see an unearthly light and mentioned that ‘ “there is just no experience on earth like it” ’.
 Like the last quote, there are many others that report experimenting not only unearthly space but time, such as a man called Tom who said that travelled at speed of light or faster and a person quoted by Cassol who stated that ‘ “this impression of slow motion and of floating is still present within me, as if the notion of space and time had diluted” ’.
 These testimonies show that for some people an NDE is like a journey to another place and time very different to Earth, into ‘a different spatio-temporal dimension’ as regarded by Enrico Facco, Christian Agrillo and Greyson.
 Congruently, Ring stated that time and space were ‘no longer meaningful constructs’ for most NDErs.
 Thereby, people that have a near-death experience usually “go” to another world or dimension where space and time are sometimes felt like unearthly or non-existent.
Even though, for other people, the difference of space and time between Earth and this other world was not the only one. Moody reported testimony of a person that after the experience started questioning himself about the human’s and the mind’s limit because it ‘ “opened up a whole new world for me that I never knew could possibly exist” ’.
 Similarly, another person called Mr. Dippong felt that the NDE was going somewhere else, like to another Universe, to another time, to another consciousness different to the one known on Earth, ‘ “a rebirth into another, higher kind of life” ’.
 For a woman named Ann, the unearthly experience was perceived as being alone in a light-year world of nothingness where a hand touching was not felt as on Earth, it was ‘ “ ʺunderstoodʺ – ʺsensedʺ - not visual” ’.
 Hence, for some people, the experience was not just about being in another world with an altered perception of time, but being in another state of awareness where the earthly five-senses are not enough to describe what was felt. This different state of consciousness can also be viewed as a spiritual realm that a few may call heaven. This heavenly name was given in two testimonies gathered by Moody and Ring, and some Chinese and Japanese medieval accounts referred to by James McClenon.
 Moreover, on Greyson’s research the NDEs’ features ‘unearthly realm of existence’ and ‘extrasensory perception’ were present in 58% and 23% of the people studied respectively.
 In line with this, Robert Waxman affirmed that NDEs take place ‘in a reality beyond the physical world’ and Fiona Bowie claimed that NDErs may ‘visit other planes of existence’ and describe the afterlife.
 Therefore, the evidence suggests that the world that near-death experiencers enter is not only a place or space (for example the sky) or either, but also a state of the psyche that even though its ineffable features can be described as a different kind of existence or reality, for some the afterlife, where space, time and senses not always behave like they do on Earth.
The notion of a spiritual new world sometimes is wrapped in a wholeness concept as the following NDErs’ statements testify. Joe felt the experience as living in eternity where ‘ “everything is a part of you” ’, and that existence on earth it’s just a brief moment.
 Likewise, is a narrative gathered by Cassol that states ‘ “I was everywhere, I was everything at the same time, I was the sky, I was the ground, … I was also my parents, my friends … everything was connected in one way or another” ’.
 This perception of a unified universe was also found by Greyson, who catalogued it under the name of ‘feeling of cosmic unity’ which was found in 57% of the researched individuals.
 Coming back to peak-experiences, the heavenly visit and to perceive the universe as a whole were also features regarded by Maslow. This suggests, once more, that positive NDEs can be examples of PEs. Besides, the feeling of wholeness fits well with the distorted space-time concept and with the perception of a new reality or existence previously mentioned, since the sense of being the whole Universe at the same time is not lived on Earth because of the physical boundaries that separate everything from each other. Overall NDEs may reflect moments that go beyond the personal experience to a broader view of life. In other words, near-death experiences can fit under the Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughn’s definition of transpersonal experiences that are studied by transpersonal psychology: ‘experiences in which the sense of identity or self extends beyond (trans) the individual … to encompass wider aspects of humankind, life, psyche or cosmos’.

To sum up, near-death experiencers usually report visiting a different dimension or world with unearthly elements that alter the space-time conception. This reality is commonly psychologically different for the experiencer in terms of being sensed as a spiritual realm or state of consciousness rather than a physical domain. Sometimes it is felt like a cosmic whole that resembles Maslow’s peak experiences. Thereby, NDEs as being moments that transcend the individual experience may be described also as transpersonal experiences.

The NDEs’ role
To live an NDE is to be shown a new spatio-temporal reality or to experience a new state of consciousness, then, how this affects the people’s understanding of the cosmos? Earlier quoted, Mr. Dippong stated ‘ “I was transformed” ’, he said that he had positive changes in his life after the NDE and a great desire for ‘ “spiritual understanding” ’.
 Aligned with this testimony, as mentioned previously, Ring claimed beneficial psychological effects in NDErs such as feeling more spiritual. Likewise, Khanna, Greyson and Ring agree that NDE can serve as catalysts or vehicles for ‘spiritual awakening’.
 In addition, Waxman asserted that his researched contributors transformed their spiritual and religious beliefs after having the NDE, which made some people start believing in reincarnation and turn towards ‘universal spirituality’.
 As an example, he affirmed that Brenda, one of his participants, established that ‘the afterlife is not the heavenly realm as described in the Scriptures’.
 Therefore, an NDE is like a turning point where people compare their previous understanding of the cosmos (usually religiously-related) to what they learned in their NDE, and this usually makes them awake or transform in spiritual terms. For a man quoted by Ring, humankind was ignorant of the ‘ “ʺtrueʺ reality” ’.
 This means that he did learn during his NDE, he learned about another reality different from the one lived day-by-day on Earth. Thus, for some NDErs, the sky or heaven is not just where God and angels live, nor death is an end and that is why most of them lost fear of death. Life is usually viewed by them, after the NDE, in a non-materialistic and non-reductionist approach. Hence, the function of NDEs is to open the mind to different ways of considering spirituality, religion, the mind, life, death and even afterlife. In words of Ring, an NDE is ‘a seed experience’ that has the ability to grow.
 So, if a seed can develop, an NDE can make mature the experiencer, broadening his/her view of the cosmos.
The previous sky narratives of NDEs are in certain elements somehow similar to the myth of Er of the Greek philosopher Plato (427-347 BCE). Christopher Emlyn-Jones, William Preddy and Julian Palley agree that Plato’s tale seems to narrate a near-death experience.
 Plato describes that Er, a courageous man, appeared to be murdered in battle but came back to life twelve days later and told others that his soul had left him and went as a spectator to a judgement place with other souls.
 Plato added that this place had four openings, two in the sky (where souls came from or went to heaven) and two in the ground (where souls came from or went to an unpleasant underground world). Then, Plato continues, that souls moved to another place that had a bright and pure light coming from the sky and where souls were to select a divine spirit to incarnate in their next life.
 As can be viewed, in this classical narrative the reincarnation concept and the relation between the sky to purity and heaven resemble the contemporary narratives of NDEs. Even though, to experience judgement in a quite physical world is a major dissimilarity that nevertheless does not cloud the role of Er’s experience. Emlyn-Jones and Preddy argue that Plato’s idea was to give a message to others about unknown events and things.
 Similarly to contemporary NDEs, the myth’s role is to show a different reality, to give a glimpse to the hereafter or the afterlife. So, the seed-to-grow or the lesson-to-learn could have been underlying messages in this NDE classical report.
Summarizing, even in classical times, an NDE can be regarded as a profound psychological event that helps in the spiritual transformation and reality perception of those who lived it. The experience can be perceived by the NDErs as a teaching tool of another reality or existence realm (the afterlife as some may call it) and thereby spiritually transforms those who lived it.
Conclusion
This essay studied near-death experiences and found them to have many similarities with Maslow’s peak experiences. They can both be described as psychological, mystical, transcendent and ineffable moments that can be experienced by anyone. The majority of the NDEs share with PEs the characteristics of pleasantness, peace, altered perception of time and space, loss of fear, universe wholeness and positive aftereffects. Thereby, scholars and the present research have encountered a narrow relation between positive NDEs and PEs, so it can be said that most of the pleasant near-death experiences can be examples of peak experiences. The astral narrative found in NDEs is related to a journey or visit to a place, reality or dimension very different from Earth’s. This extremely different realm where space and time may not even exist sometimes is also viewed as a psychologically evolved state of consciousness, that some associate with spirituality, heaven and or a whole cosmos. NDEs, then, play a transformational role in the psyche’s understanding of the cosmos by being perceived as a learned lesson of life after death. Even in Plato’s myth of Er, near-death experiences had the role to show a new reality to those who lived it and therefore, changed their spiritual beliefs of life and the hereafter. Thereby, since its transcendent elements, these events can be regarded as transpersonal experiences of the afterlife.
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