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                                                                                 An Introduction
It was 1970.  A co-worker and I were having a casual conversation during a coffee break when the conversation took somewhat of an odd turn, but at the time it didn’t seem all that remarkable.  Marge was a spry little woman who was old enough to be my grandmother.  She had intense blue eyes that were brightened further by her grey hair, eyes that seemed to look right through you at times.  She walked with a pronounced limp, needing a cane to get around.  She was a bundle of energy at work and she was the most positive, upbeat person I had ever met.  We had quickly become friends.  The story she was about to tell me was the first of two events that, taken together, completely changed my life and my view of the world.  It would be more than twenty years, though, before I would feel the real impact of what I was to hear.
In 1970 I was struggling.  There was no clear direction in my life.  I was just reacting to external forces that seemed to be dictating my decisions and my actions.  A couple of years earlier I had dropped out of Michigan State University where, for a year and a half, I had been majoring in physics and mathematics.  My plan, if you could call it a plan, was to quit school only temporarily to help a girlfriend who was suicidal over conflicts with her father.  It was an entirely emotional decision.  Then, a few days after leaving school, I learned that I had forfeited my college exemption and I was about to be drafted. This was a little detail that I had kind of overlooked.  I knew that if I didn’t act quickly, being drafted would mean that I would soon be fighting in the jungles of Vietnam.  I enlisted in the air force, trusting a recruiter’s promises that I would be placed in a military funded program to finish my college degree -- and that I would never go to Vietnam.
I didn’t get sent back to college by the air force, nor did I get the electronics training that I was also promised.  Instead, I was given orders to study civil engineering in an intensive one year program at Sheppard AFB in Texas.  It was after I completed this training that I was transferred to Wright Patterson AFB in Ohio where I met Marge.  My tour of duty at Wright Patterson was considered to be on-the-job training; I was one of two enlisted airmen in the mostly civilian Civil Engineering Department at the base.  Marge was one of the civilian employees in the department.
Marge shared her story with me on one of the rare occasions where it was just the two of us left in the office at break time, while the rest of the team was out in the field surveying.  I had asked Marge why she had such trouble with her hip. She surprised me by pulling her chair up closer to mine and becoming very quiet. Then she said she was going to tell me a story that she had never shared with anyone else and that she had no idea why she felt this way, but it seemed important that I hear it.  She began telling me about an incident that happened during surgery a couple of years earlier to repair a badly arthritic right hip.  I was intrigued; if little miss sunshine was getting so somber and serious about something, it must be important.  
She started by saying she had suddenly become alert and awake during the operation, and despite how crazy she knew this sounded, she found herself floating near the ceiling, observing her draped body with a ventilator tube connecting it to the respirator and the operating team surrounding the lifeless looking body on the operating table.  Her surgeon was screaming obscenities, bells were ringing, people were bursting into the room shouting questions and a nurse was pushing on the chest of her lifeless body.  She was surprised that she felt no pain.  Then, just as quickly as this all started, the chaos faded away and she found herself being drawn through a dark tunnel with a faint light becoming visible off in the distance.  She was floating within the tunnel quietly and effortlessly, feeling calm and contented.  At the end of this tunnel passage, she found herself in the presence of the most handsome man she had ever seen.  He had a brilliant glow about him and seemed to radiate a feeling of peace and love and concern.  He took her by the hand and gently explained that she was here with him because her heart had stopped on the operating table, but she had important things yet to do with her life and he wanted her to return to her earthly body.  He was leaving it up to her and somehow she knew it would be ok with him, whatever she chose.  
She was very hesitant to leave such a feeling of peace and love, but she wanted to do whatever this loving man wished for her, even if it meant returning to a nearly worn out, pain-wracked body.  Then, as suddenly as it all had started, she found herself coming out from under the anesthesia.  She was groggy and the pain in her right hip had returned.  Her surgeon was reassuring her that the hip repair was successful.  She was puzzled, what about her heart?  After all, it was her surgeon who had been doing all the yelling.  Did her visions during surgery really happen at all?  A couple hours later, it was a nurse in the intensive care unit who resolved the mystery by explaining to her why she was in intensive care: she had indeed had a cardiac arrest during surgery and it had been about 15 minutes before they managed to get her heart restarted.  Marge finished her story by saying she was sure that man was Jesus and that she has never looked at life quite the same again.  The fear of death had totally lost its sting for her.
This was long before what is now called “near death experiences” began to be discussed in the popular press.  Neither Marge nor I had any knowledge of such things.  It was not until 1975 that Raymond Moody’s seminal book about near death experiences, Life After Life, was published.  
The only thing I could manage to say to her after her story was something like: “Wow, Marge, that is some story!”  That Marge had actually died, had experienced an encounter with someone else while her heart was stopped, and was now here to relate the conversation to me, was totally outside my understanding of how the universe worked.  I certainly didn’t doubt Marge’s truthfulness; she never said anything that she did not completely believe to be true.  Never.  Her story became just one of those things that I could not easily explain.  It was a mystery that I put out of my mind and moved on from while I continued to hold my rigid scientific perspective, needing much stronger evidence to bring me to the point of seriously questioning this view of the world.  
As I am sure you already have surmised, the air force recruiter turned out to be a liar.  The program he signed me up for really had been legitimate, only it had been closed several weeks before I had enlisted.  A few months after this conversation with Marge, I received orders to report to Than Son Nhut Airbase, near what was then called Saigon, Vietnam.  
The brutality of the bombs, the rockets, the planes dropping napalm and the ever-present cloud of dread that is modern warfare had left me emotionally traumatized.  It all came to an end for me, though, about two weeks before my year’s tour of duty was up, when I suddenly collapsed in the street on base.  I was rushed to the base dispensary where I was found to be badly dehydrated with a temperature of 105 degrees.  I’m told they gave me six liters of IV fluids during the first two hours to bring my blood pressure up.  Before long, I was on a medical evacuation jet on my way back to Wright Patterson AFB, this time to be a patient at the base hospital.
It was to be another three months before I was discharged from the base hospital.  Looking back at my hospital records, with what I know now, it is very likely that I had a form of meningo-encephalitis, probably due to a virus.  When I finally left the hospital, I was still dealing with problems that remained from the encephalitis along with frequent nightmares and flash backs, what we know call PTSD.  It was quite a struggle at times, but in the ensuing years, I managed to finish my college education and go on to get my medical degree.  After completing my residency training, I took a position with a community health center in Albany, Georgia, specializing in internal medicine.  
Then, toward the end of 1992, I received an intellectual and emotional jolt that forced me to begin to question many of my most deep seated beliefs about the nature of my life and the world I lived in.  I was driving to work and on impulse turned on a radio talk show, something that was completely out of character for me.  A woman was being interviewed about a book she had written and was promoting.  Her name was Betty Eadie and she was talking about Embraced by the Light.  I was about to turn the radio back off when Betty began recounting a tale of how she felt herself leave her body as she was bleeding to death while hemorrhaging from a surgical wound.  In the two decades since my one conversation with Marge about this in 1970, I had not heard of, nor read anything about, any other people having spiritual revelations when their hearts had stopped.  Now, the topic was back and my attention was riveted to the radio show.  I could not believe what I was hearing! 
I pulled off the road into a grocery store parking lot to give my full attention to what Betty was saying.  Here, again, was someone describing floating over her lifeless body while medical attendants were trying to resuscitate her.  Again, I heard the telling of a dark, peaceful tunnel that drew the story teller towards a loving being surrounded by light.  How could this be?  What are the chances that both of these women, whom I am absolutely certain had no contact with each other’s story in any way, would hallucinate the exact same type of experience, complete with virtually identical details?  And while they were both clinically dead, no less!  
Then my mind was back to 1970 listening to what Marge was sharing with me so intently.  I could hear her saying again: “I don’t know why, Chuck, but I just have this feeling that it is very important that I tell you this.”  Could this have been why it was so important to her?  Was it somehow a message to me to be sure I would pay close attention to Betty Jean Eadie’s story?  The incredible improbability of these events being just random happenings was hard for me to accept.  The obvious implications of these stories were also mind boggling.  Yet, here they were!
That afternoon, I found a copy of Embraced by the Light in the Albany Mall bookstore.  That evening, I read the book cover to cover without even getting up from my chair.  Like the way the ladies in these two stories suddenly found them selves floating above their bodies and seeing them from a totally new vantage point, I was being given a whole new perspective on things that had puzzled me all my life. It was as if I had a surprisingly penetrating new lens through which to view things, and this new viewpoint was revealing possibilities that I had completely overlooked before.  I felt like lights were flashing on in remote recesses of my mind and new insights were everywhere.
These new insights were driving home to my awareness how I had grown accustomed to an all-pervasive uncertainty concerning questions important to how I lived my life. Questions like:  Is there a purpose to my life and a meaning that will matter beyond my physical demise?  Indeed, will I even have an experience of a “me” beyond the physical?  Is life just a random accident, as most scientists seem to believe, or is there an intelligence that is guiding it all?  Now for the first time, with this new input to consider, I was beginning to see possible resolutions to many of these vexing questions, and it was a very pleasant way to look at the cosmos! 
As reassuring as it was to think along the lines suggested by these stories, I knew I had to determine the veracity of the stories themselves.   All this was just pleasant day-dreaming if the similarities of these stories were not due to independent truths to which they were both pointing. My first concern was whether these two stories could possibly have been derived from a common source.  I knew that if Marge had heard of anything even remotely similar to what she described to me, she would not have presented it the way she did, with hesitant embarrassment and being completely puzzled by how it came about.  So, that this first story was totally original to Marge, I was absolutely sure.  I am also absolutely certain that Bettie Eadie had no way to have any knowledge of Marge’s story to explain its similarities with her own.
The other logical explanation, that these stories were just a random coincidence, was even easier to dismiss.  The parallels in the two stories, like the floating up towards the ceiling and seeing a lifeless body on the table, the dark, peaceful tunnel, the loving man surround by a golden light and the time of choice about returning to earth, were just too incredibly similar to be an accidental duplication.  An additional problem with this coincidence hypothesis was its inability to explain how these two ladies could gather information about events that occurred while they were completely lifeless and their brains were not being perfused with blood, information unavailable to them by any normal physical source.
Obviously, if these stories are accurate, some of the most fundamental assumptions of modern science are violated.  Nearly all scientists, and especially neuroscientists, base their understanding of the human mind on the belief that it is entirely the result of the firing patterns of the neurons of the brain.  In this view, when there is no blood flow to the brain, there can be no mind functioning and, therefore, no human experience to report back after resuscitation.  During the time period of a cardiac arrest, the mind must be a total blank.
Likewise, the ability to view a scene from a vantage point outside of and above one’s physical body violates other fundamental assumptions.  With few exceptions, modern scientists believe that it is impossible for us to receive any information that is not both brought to us by physical energy carriers and perceived by the appropriate sense organs of our body.  We cannot gather information non-physically.
Religious viewpoints on these questions may also be pertinent here.  I was raised Roman Catholic, so I am very familiar with Christian theological perspectives.  I feel confident in saying that very few Christians would agree that human consciousness, in this life, could leave one’s body, gather information and return.  The world of the “spiritual” is conceived of as something that we only experience after our death, and we don’t return to talk about it, period.
To reject some of the most important assumptions upon which much of modern science is based, along with fundamental doctrines that widely accepted religions teach, all because of what two second hand stories suggest is a bit of a stretch, to say the least.  When all is said and done, these are just two anecdotes and do not constitute proof of any kind.  But for me, their real value was that they encouraged me to look at the world in a new way, and caused me to consider that some of my previously unexamined assumptions might be in error. Without consciously deciding or formulating any plan to do so, I found myself highly motivated to begin to look carefully for evidence that would allow me to either refute or accept these new possibilities, and what they imply about who we are and how our world works.  It seemed obvious to me that, if these insights are accurate, there must be reliable data to support them, somewhere.
The easiest and most logical place to start was to look for the reports of others having these types of “near death experiences.”  When I began to search for them in 1992, there were already many books and articles addressing this topic.  I quickly concluded that not only had many people reported similar experiences, they were also confirming many of the details of Marge and Betty’s stories.  I found this encouraging and quite interesting, but not completely satisfying.  The real test would be in reviewing any carefully done scientific research that had direct bearing on these questions.  What I had recalled from my physics background suggested that some of the research and theories of quantum physics might be helpful. I also knew that there were anomalies reported in other fields of science that might be useful to consider.  
As I explored these questions, even the shock of the eerie and uncanny coincidences of Marge and Betty’s stories would be dwarfed by the incredible implications of what I was to find.  Throughout the remainder of this book, I will be presenting some of the most useful highlights.  The near death stories turned out to be just the proverbial tip of a very large and fascinating iceberg.
In the paragraphs that follow, I will provide a brief summary of the questions I am pursuing.   
The first and most basic question, in the simplest terms: Do separate worlds of the spiritual and the material both exist, or is there only really a material world, with the supposed spiritual dimension just a product of our imagining?  Of course, the implications of my two stories are that there exists what some call “the other side,” or which I will call a “spiritual realm,” and both the physical world and the spiritual dimensions exist in simultaneous interaction.  Furthermore, this spiritual realm is one of conscious purposefulness and this purposefulness is manifested in the events of the physical world, including playing an important role in the interactions of inanimate matter.  By clear implication, then, understanding this spiritual realm is crucial to fully understanding the events of the physical.  While these assertions may seem impossible to prove, there is a potentially answerable question, here, that underlies this view of the cosmos:  Does reliable scientific evidence exist that supports the view that there are non-physical influences on the physical world, completely independent of physically mediated forces and actions?
If the answer turns out to be yes, and non-physical influences in the physical world can be shown to exist, this suggests a second basic question to explore:  Are we primarily physical or spiritual beings; is our mind just a product of a particular arrangement of neurons firing in response to their environment, as most modern scientists contend, or are we spiritual beings that will continue to exist independently of our physical body and brain?  The stories of these near death experiences strongly suggest that our true essence is indeed spiritual and, as such, we have the ability to travel freely through both the physical and spiritual realms when our consciousness is freed from our body.  Because the stories predominantly unfold while the ladies involved have no blood flow to their brains, the message is clear that our consciousness is independent of a functional body. From this, I frame my second question as:  Does any scientific evidence exist that supports the contention that our fundamental essence is non-physical?

A third question that I see as also fundamental to our conception of our selves and our world is:  If we do conclude that there is a spiritual dimension to our reality, and our true essence is non-material in that it can exist independently of our body, do we human beings possess a spiritual mode of perception in the world in addition to our well understood physical perception?   The perceptions that the ladies reported in my stories, that they should not have had access to, and which we subsequently verified, indicate we have these spiritual perceptive abilities.  This suggests yet another important question:  Does credible scientific evidence exist that we can non-physically gather knowledge and information?
What I have described, I believe, are three questions that are physically testable.  If no credible evidence exists, or if the evidence contradicts what these near death stories imply, we have strong reason to believe that these stories are either misleading or that something is wrong with my reasoning about what I have presented to you.  In stark contrast, if there does exist credible scientific evidence to support what the near death experience stories are implying, many of the fundamental assumptions of our current worldview are in need of revision.  Our courage and willingness to explore this possibility may be profoundly rewarded, since these are very empowering and reassuring messages which promise to transform our lives for the better.   I will begin with the third question first:  What scientific evidence exists, if any, to suggest that we can gather information in ways that bypass well established physical processes of information transfer and perception?
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