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Abstract I argue that we can interpret the stories told by near-death experiences 
(NDEs) in a naturalistic way. Thus, the profound significance of NDEs need not 
come from a supernaturalistic conception of them, according to which in an NDE 
the individual is in touch with a heavenly realm. We can respect the sincerity of 
NDE reports, but we can capture their meaning in a naturalistic framework.
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The universe is made of stories, not atoms.

Louise Ruckeyser

Human beings are deeply afraid of death, and we yearn for immortality (even if we 
have some ambivalence toward it). Religion offers the prospect of immortality. Near-
death experiences (NDEs) are significant for many reasons, but perhaps the main rea-
son is that they seem to point to the possibility of an afterlife, and thus, a kind of 
immortality. Indeed, most (although not all) near-death experiences suggest a very 
attractive immortality. Given that NDEs have been reported throughout history and 
across cultures, and because they appear to be a portal to a beautiful immortality, they 
are of tremendous interest.

Are the reports of NDEs sincere and reliable? And do they really provide a view 
of the afterlife? For those who have them, NDEs are extraordinarily meaningful and 
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transformative. How can we understand the significance of NDEs? NDEs are indis-
putably “real,” in the sense that people throughout history and across cultures have 
really had them. But are they “real” in the sense that they are accurate? Must they be 
interpreted as revealing a heavenly realm?

1  Near‑Death Experiences and Supernaturalism

NDEs take place in near-death contexts: situations in which an individual’s life is in 
jeopardy. But not all people in near-death contexts have NDEs; roughly ten percent 
of those in near-death contexts report having NDEs, although this is hard to quantify. 
The Dutch cardiologist and researcher on NDEs Pim van Lommel describes them as 
involving

…a range of impressions during a special state of consciousness, including a 
number of special elements such as an out-of-body experience, pleasant feel-
ings, seeing a tunnel, a light, deceased relatives or a life review, or a conscious 
return to the body. (Van Lommel, M.D. 2013: 8)

I will define an NDE as taking place in a near-death context and having a sufficient 
number of the characteristics identified by van Lommel. Others, including Bruce 
Greyson, have studied and identified these features of NDEs. (Greyson 1983) He 
has produced what he has called an “NDE scale,” which measures the degree to 
which an NDE possesses these elements. Three salient aspects are an out-of-body 
experience (OBE), i.e., an experience of floating above one’s body and seeing it and 
its surroundings from above, a life-review, and an experience of traveling toward a 
light in a dark tunnel or perhaps crossing a river or otherwise proceeding toward a 
different realm. Typically, one is guided in this “voyage” toward a different realm by 
deceased loved ones or loving parental or religious figures.

Various theorists have identified a range of signature features of NDEs, and they 
have pointed out that it is not necessary for a genuine NDE to have all of them. 
NDEs are better thought of as a “syndrome” or what philosophers (following Lud-
wig Wittgenstein) call a “family-resemblance” notion. That is, an NDE must contain 
some subset of the relevant features, but it is impossible to specify the required num-
ber of features in advance.

About ninety percent of NDEs are described as (very) positive experiences, and 
those who have had NDEs have changed their behavior significantly. Pim van Lom-
mel has studied people who have had NDEs in the context of cardiac arrest, and he 
has observed that the NDEs have had notable transformational effects. These indi-
viduals have less death anxiety and are more spiritual. They are more “pro-social”, 
appreciating relationships more and spending more time with family, friends, and 
relatives. They are also more compassionate and attuned to morality and justice. The 
transformations are often profound. (Van Lommel 2010: 45–69)

NDEs are amazing, and not just because of their capacity to transform. People 
who were in cardiac arrest, under anesthesia, or in comas report having had rich 
experiences during these times—times at which their brains were apparently offline. 
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Sometimes they report events that cannot be independently corroborated, but often 
they report events or facts that can and are indeed corroborated. For example, some 
report that they heard conversations among their surgeons—conversations that took 
place when the individuals were under anesthesia. The physicians confirm that these 
conversations did in fact take place. The fact that these NDEs can be checked against 
the facts, and that NDEs have very similar patterns of content (as sketched above), 
at least suggest that even the NDEs that cannot be independently corroborated must 
be taken seriously. Many of the latter sort of NDEs describe communication with 
deceased relatives and confrontation with a heavenly or other-worldly realm—an 
environment hospitable to immortality.

Consider, for example, the neurosurgeon Eben Alexander’s NDE, in which he 
found himself in a “beautiful, incredible dream-world, except it wasn’t a dream.” 
(Alexander 2012: 40) He describes himself flying along with “a beautiful girl with 
high cheek-bones and deep blue eyes.” (Alexander 2012: 40) (Some time after his 
NDE, when shown a photo of her, Alexander recognized this girl as his deceased 
sister, whom he had never met.) He writes:

We were riding along together on an intricately patterned surface, alive with 
indescribable and vivid colors—the wing of a butterfly. In fact, millions of 
butterflies were all around us—vast fluttering waves of them, dipping down 
into the greenery and coming back up around us again…
Without using any words, she spoke to me… The message had three parts…:
‘You are loved and cherished, dearly, forever.’
‘You have nothing to fear.’
‘There is nothing you can do wrong.’ (Alexander 2012: 40, 41)1

Alexander holds that this rich set of experiences occurred while he was in a coma 
and his brain was not capable of having experiences. He writes:

But while I was in a coma my brain hadn’t been working improperly. It hadn’t 
been working at all. The part of my brain that years of medical school had 
taught me was responsible for creating the world I lived and moved around in 
and for taking the raw data that came in through my senses and fashioning it 
into a meaningful universe: that part of my brain was down, and out. And yet 
despite all of this, I had been alive, and aware, truly aware, in a universe char-
acterized above all by love, consciousness, and reality…. There was, for me, 
simply no arguing this fact. I knew it so completely that I ached.

What I had experienced was more real than the house I sat in, more real than 
the logs burning in the fireplace. (Alexander 2012: 129–30)

Eben Alexander’s Proof of Heaven: A Neurosurgeon’s Journey into the Afterlife, 
in which he discusses his NDE, has sold millions of copies, and it has influenced 
many people across the world. Alexander himself reports many transformative 
effects. Although he had grown up in a religious family, prior to his NDE he had 

1 The Persian poet, Rumi, wrote: “We are departing for the skies. Who has a mind for sightseeing?”.
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been skeptical about religion. But after his NDE he became a believer in religion 
and the afterlife (although, of course, the content of his NDE was not exactly theo-
logically orthodox). He repeatedly describes his NDE as “real,” and there is even a 
chapter of Proof of Heaven called, “The Ultra-Real.”

Colton Burpo’s NDE is described in the book co-written by his father, Todd 
Burpo, Heaven is for Real. (Burpo [with Vincent] 2010) This book has also sold 
millions of copies, and it was made into a motion picture that was widely distributed 
and viewed by millions. Colton became ill a few months shy of his fourth birth-
day. He was diagnosed with a burst appendix and underwent two surgeries. After he 
recovered (miraculously), Colton began recollecting and reporting experiences he 
had while undergoing the first surgery (and under anesthesia). He had visited heaven 
and personally met Jesus, God, and the Holy Spirit. He had met various deceased 
relatives, one of who was a sister who had never been born due to a miscarriage. He 
saw angels and John the Baptist, and he even saw his parents in the hospital at the 
time of his surgery, his father and mother in different rooms praying.2

These are extraordinary and awe-inspiring experiences. Of course, the contents 
of these NDEs cannot be independently verified. But there are many NDEs whose 
contents can indeed be independently checked, such as those reporting conversations 
among surgeons and nurses. Consider, for example, the famous story of Pam Reyn-
olds. (Holden 2009) She underwent surgery for a brain aneurysm. She was under 

2 I believe it is important to respect the sincerity of the majority of NDE reports. But I also think we 
have to call out the dishonest ones. For a particularly sad account of such a report, see: https ://www.
thegu ardia n.com/books /2018/apr/12/boy-who-came-back-from-heave n-autho r-sues-books -chris tian:

Alex Malarkey, the American boy who disavowed his bestselling account of meeting Jesus after 
an accident, has launched a lawsuit against the book’s Christian specialist publisher. While the 
publisher has “made millions of dollars”, the suit alleges, it has “paid Alex, a paralysed young 
man, nothing”.

The car accident that almost killed Malarkey happened in 2004 in Ohio, when he was 6 years old. 
2 months later he woke up from a coma to find himself paralysed from the neck down. He and his 
father, Kevin, a Christian therapist, wrote The Boy Who Came Back From Heaven together. According 
to Chicago’s Tyndale House, the firm that brought the book out in 2010, Malarkey wrote of “the angels 
that took him through the gates of heaven itself. Of the unearthly music that sounded just ‘terrible’ to a 
six-year-old. And, most amazing of all … Of meeting and talking to Jesus.”

But when he was 16, Malarkey revealed on his blog that he had made it all up. “I did not die. I did 
not go to heaven,” he said. “When I made the claims, I had never read the Bible. People have prof-
ited from lies, and continue to. They should read the Bible, which is enough.”

Tyndale House pulled the book, which had already sold a reported one million copies, saying in a 
statement that it was “saddened to learn [Alex is] now saying that he made up the story of dying 
and going to heaven”.

Malarkey, who is now 20, filed a lawsuit against the publisher earlier this week, claiming his father 
“concoct[ed] a story that, during the time Alex was in a coma, he had gone to Heaven, communi-
cated with God the Father, Jesus, angels, and the devil, and then returned”, and alleging that while 
Tyndale House has “made millions of dollars off Alex’s identity and an alleged autobiographical 
story of his life, [it has] paid Alex, a paralysed young man, nothing”.

The article goes on to point out that Alex and his mother, who supports him, are on the verge of home-
lessness. For interesting background, see: https ://www.thegu ardia n.com/books /2015/jan/21/boy-who-
came-back-from-heave n-alex-malar key.

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/apr/12/boy-who-came-back-from-heaven-author-sues-books-christian
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/apr/12/boy-who-came-back-from-heaven-author-sues-books-christian
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jan/21/boy-who-came-back-from-heaven-alex-malarkey
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jan/21/boy-who-came-back-from-heaven-alex-malarkey
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anesthesia, blood was drained from her brain, and her body temperature was reduced 
to 60 degrees. The EEG (electroencephalograph) registered no brain activity suf-
ficient for consciousness, and yet Pam reported specific conversations of the medi-
cal team, as she was being prepped for surgery. For example, she reported that the 
medical team discussed the problems posed by her small arteries. This conversation 
actually did take place. She also reported having an incredible experience. After wit-
nessing the medical personnel prepping her body, she left the operating room for 
someplace else, bathed in bright light and encountered deceased relatives who com-
municated to her without words.

Consider, also, the remarkable story of the man with the missing dentures.3 This 
man watched his body from a location above it while undergoing CPR for a cardiac 
arrest. When the hospital staff couldn’t find his dentures the next day, he reminded 
the nurse that they were placed in a drawer. The man was able to locate the dentures 
because he recalls seeing the procedures during his cardiac arrest from a position 
outside his body (an OBE).

Supernaturalism about NDEs has two components: the claim that our minds are 
not just our brains and can exist after our brains and bodies stop functioning (die), 
and the claim that we come into contact with nonphysical, typically heavenly realms 
in NDEs. The supernaturalist thus claims that our non-material minds, or souls, “per-
ceive” or grasp features of a realm that is separate from our physical world. The first 
claim is “dualism” about the relationship between the mind and body. It is plausi-
ble that the second claim—that we are in contact with a heavenly realm in NDEs—
requires the first (that our minds are nonphysical). The two views typically come as a 
package in evaluating NDEs. The dominant view in the popular literature is supernat-
uralism: NDEs provide a “proof of heaven,” and they show that “heaven is for real”. 
This is also an influential view in the more academic discussions of NDEs.

2  The Meaning of NDEs

2.1  Explanation and Story‑Telling

There are myriad examples of NDEs reported throughout the centuries and across 
cultures. There are useful catalogues and discussions of these experiences in work 
by Bruce Greyson, Pim van Lommel, and Sam Parnia, all distinguished MDs. 
(Greyson 1983; van Lommel 2013, and Parnia 2013 and 2018) The experiences are 
remarkable in their universality, and they at least appear to be a portal to an after-
life in another realm (usually, a deeply peaceful heavenly realm). But do we have to 
interpret them in this way? Can we understand the profound significance of NDEs 
without conceptualizing them as proving that “heaven is for real”? I aim to show 

3 This case is discussed in various places, including Van Lommel (2013).
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that supernaturalism is not the only way to understand NDEs and fully to respect the 
reports by those who have had these experiences.4

Let’s think about how we might come to understand NDEs. Consider the dif-
ference between explanation and storytelling. These are two deep-seated aspects 
of human nature, distinct ways in which we seek to come to grips with the world 
and ourselves in it. Storytelling helps us to sort out this experience we call living. 
And it does so by placing events into emotionally recognizable patterns. We feel 
the pull of narratives because they take us—both in body and in mind—through 
recognizable emotional landscapes. We feel the tension of drama, the crushing 
pain of tragedy, the comic release. This is the distinctive way in which stories 
make sense to us—they give us a kind of emotional understanding. This is what 
makes something a story, and not a mere description of a sequence of events or 
“chronicle”.5

We don’t just tell stories. We use the tools of science to discover what is out 
there—and in here—and how it all fits together. We observe, hypothesize and test. 
We refine our vocabulary for describing what we find, and we constantly revise our 
explanations of why things are the way they are. In doing so, we are searching for 
the truth. Unlike our drive to find meaning, our drive to explain is not satisfied by 
fictional representations. A good explanation grasps the world, just as a good story 
touches the heart.

When it comes to making sense of the world and ourselves, human nature is 
multi-faceted. We want to understand the way things work, and we want to grasp the 
meaning of it all. These two pursuits are not necessarily in tension. Sometimes they 
work in tandem. Placing an explanation in the context of a narrative can be a pow-
erful way of getting the message out and making it comprehensible. It can help to 
communicate the deep significance of the events being explained, and to help peo-
ple feel the importance of the topic. Explanation and storytelling are two aspects of 
understanding. Explanation yields cognitive understanding, and storytelling yields 
affective or emotional understanding. To grasp an explanation is to have a repre-
sentation of the world. To grasp a story is to be apt to experience a certain range of 
emotions.

The very same phenomenon can be understood in either (or both) ways, although, 
of course, not simultaneously. The kind of understanding we seek will be context-
relative and purpose-driven. For certain purposes we want an explanation, and for 
others we want a compelling story, and for still others we want both.

Thus, even if an NDE is an entirely physical experience with a physical etiol-
ogy, we can achieve an affective grasp of them by attending to its story. The mean-
ing provided by a narrative grasp of things does not depend on an assumption that 
the events being placed in a narrative frame are real (in the sense that they really 

5 For important work that links narrativity to emotional understanding, see Velleman (2003). For further 
discussion and development, see Fischer (2006).

4 In this paper I am only attempting to show how a naturalistic understanding of NDEs is possible; I 
will not argue that it is necessary, or even the best conceptualization of the phenomena In Fischer and 
Mitchell-Yellin (2016) we do argue that naturalism is the best explanation of NDEs.
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occurred in our concrete world). Fiction can be meaningful in this way, even fic-
tion understood as such. We emotionally connect with made-up characters and their 
lives. And we do so knowing full well that they are figments of someone’s imagina-
tion and projections in our own imaginations. The connection between the events 
depicted in the stories and an independent reality is beside the narrative point. A 
good narrative maps onto our emotional templates.6

Think of the first time you read Romeo and Juliet. Recall your anxious excite-
ment as they see each other for the first time, feverish expectation at their court-
ship, crushing heartache at their deaths. The story of young lovers facing the daunt-
ing obstacles posed by race, class, and family is universally recognizable. Everyone 
knows a Romeo and a Juliet. Or perhaps a Romeo and Julio, or a Juliet and Julia. 
But presumably none of these friends really climbs on balconies, and so forth. The 
world often gets in the way of their love, all right, but it typically does not end in 
deadly confusion for them. They mourn and move on, as people do, or at least they 
try to do. We console them and help them along their way. And yet we grasp the sig-
nificance of what they are going through because we are familiar with the tale. The 
pattern is familiar. This story, like others, meshes with out emotional sensibilities; 
the stories elicit or activate an emotional template in us. By grasping the story, we 
get an affective understanding.

Stories render events emotionally meaningful, thereby allowing us to comprehend 
them, and come to grips with them, in a distinctive way. Hollywood love stories take 
a trajectory that is the “opposite” of Romeo and Juliet. They are stories of improb-
ably overcoming huge obstacles on the path to living happily ever after. Hollywood 
loves them because we love them. Hollywood stories are tied together by happy end-
ings. We can recognize familiar kinds of stories of high hopes dashed, of hard work 
rewarded, of the comeuppance that is one’s due, of coming home, of being foiled by 
an absurd accident (such as slipping on a banana peel), of failing precisely because 
of the way you attempt to succeed, and so on.

I am particularly fond of the last kind of story—failing precisely because of the 
way you try to succeed. It is a universally recognizable kind of story. For example, 
it is the story of iatrogenic maladies. A person takes an anti-depressant for moderate 
depression and becomes agitated and suicidal. Another goes to a chiropractor for 
lower back pain and comes home with piercing neck pain. You switch to a low-fat 
diet because your doctor and the American Heart Association recommend it, but 
your high carbohydrate intake leads to obesity and diabetes.7 Here is a famous story 
of this kind, from Somerset Maugham’s play, Sheppy:

SHEPPY: I wish I’d gone down to the Isle of Sheppey when the doctor advised 
it. You wouldn’t ‘ave thought of looking for me there.
DEATH: There was a merchant in Bagdad who sent his servant to market to 
buy provisions and in a little while the servant came back, white and trem-

6 Again, see Velleman (2003).
7 A true story: I recently purchased a rather heavy piece of exercise equipment to help me to strengthen 
my back; I had to carry it to another room, and in doing so I strained my back.
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bling, and said, Master, just now when I was in the market-place I was jostled 
by a woman in the crowd and when I turned I saw it was death that jostled me. 
She looked at me and made a threatening gesture; now, lend me your horse, 
and I will ride away from this city and avoid my fate. I will go to Samarra and 
there death will not find me. The merchant lent him his horse, and the servant 
mounted it, and he dug his spurs in its flanks and as fast as the horse could gal-
lop he went. Then the merchant went down to the market-place and he saw me 
standing in the crowd and he came to me and said, Why did you make a threat-
ening gesture to my servant when you saw him this morning? That was not a 
threatening gesture, I said, it was only a start of surprise. I was astonished to 
see him in Bagdad, for I had an appointment with him to-night in Samarra. 
(Maugham 1931, as quoted in van Inwagen 1983: 24)

The story is instantly recognizable as one in which your best efforts are for naught: 
you are foiled by the way you attempt to succeed. It also evokes a fatalistic feeling of 
despair and the futility of our best efforts.

Lest we dwell on the half-empty glass, there are more uplifting stories that reso-
nate with us. There are stories of serendipity, such as the discovery of antibiotics. 
Early antidepressants were used to treat another malady, and they didn’t work; but 
the patients felt better about their plight! (I suppose this discovery made possible 
the nosocomial episodes noted above.) We also recognize stories of lucky breaks. 
At the inaugural performance of Haydn’s “Miracle Symphony,” the audience mem-
bers were so thrilled by the piece that they surged onto the stage. Fortunately for 
them, because the roof collapsed shortly thereafter—the roof above the seats, not 
the stage! We all love the “Horatio Algier” story of hard work paying off in the end.

What unites the various kinds of stories is that they allow us to fit sequences of 
events into familiar emotional patterns. The important feature of a story is not how 
it describes reality—that is certainly not what we want in a good tale—but how it 
makes us feel. Explanations allow us to wrap our minds around things. Stories afford 
a glimpse into the meaning of events by allowing us to wrap our hearts around them.

2.2  The Stories Told by NDEs

So we can understand the meaning of an NDE in part by interpreting the story it 
tells. NDEers are profoundly moved by the NDE’s story. This story includes a heav-
enly realm and perfect being. It seems then that the story of the NDE is essentially 
supernatural. But can we interpret the story of NDEs in a different way? That is, can 
we understand this story without requiring it to involve intended reference to certain 
metaphysically real elements—elements that are supernatural? I want to show how 
NDEs can be meaningful and transformative in part due to the story they tell, where 
this is all compatible with a rejection of supernaturalism. The distinctive meaning 
and potency of NDEs need not come from a supernaturalist story; the paradigm 
story of NDEs can be told in a naturalistic way. Put in other words: even if the story 
involves supernatural entities at the superficial level, we do not have to take this 
as an indispensable part of the story. Perhaps the apparent or “surface” story in an 
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NDE is just a vehicle for expressing a deeper meaning– a story that is meaningful to 
us, quite apart from supernatural content.

I contend that the story at the core of NDEs is a voyage from a known (or famil-
iar) place to a relatively unknown (or unfamiliar) situation or status, guided by a 
benevolent parental (or authority) figure (or figures). Our voyage is guided by what 
I have called a benevolent “parental figure”, but this need not literally be a par-
ent. It can be an “authority” figure (or even figures) in the sense that it is someone 
more experienced (in the relevant sphere) and who promotes your best interests. It 
is someone you rely on and trust. Perhaps parents paradigmatically play this role 
(when things are going well), so, as an abbreviation, I shall continue to speak of 
guidance by a “parental” figure.

This is a narrative that is capable of resonating deeply with human beings. Sto-
ries depicting voyages go back at least as far as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey in west-
ern literature. The narrative of a voyage or journey is a staple of literature. James 
Joyce’s great novel, Ulysses, depicts a journey of self-discovery, during the course 
of twenty-four hours in the city of Dublin. (Joyce 1922/1986)

Healthy human development involves making a transition (taking a “voyage”) in 
adolescence from the familiar territory of the family to the broader and less familiar 
world of other people and relationships. A psychologically healthy individual learns 
how to “differentiate” himself from his parents and to live independently of his fam-
ily. Ideally, this transition is supervised and guided by a knowledgeable and benevo-
lent authority figure (typically, a parent or parents). The story told by an NDE taps 
into an ancient genre of the voyage, but it also recapitulates or echoes our develop-
ment from dependence on the family to integration into the wider world, as guided 
by our parents (or parental figures).

We can understand some of the elements of an NDE by reference to the way in 
which we relate to the parental guide. Our guides both teach and model greater pro-
social and moral behavior. In an NDE we are reminded of the sacrifices and love 
of our parents (or those who have raised us benevolently), and we are filled with 
awe. Their example of love and sacrifice is salient, and thus we want to follow the 
lessons they sought to teach as we made the journey from the family to the wider 
world. Awe and wonder come from a recognition of the love and sacrifice of our 
parents, and increased pro-sociality and moral concern come from a desire to learn 
from their teachings and to follow their example.

The story of NDEs, on my interpretation, does not presuppose supernaturalism or 
a belief in supernaturalism, at a deeper level. In the NDEs reported by Eben Alex-
ander and Colton Burpo, purported details of the heavenly realm(s) and beings are 
revealed. But in many–perhaps most–NDEs the subject experiences traveling toward 
a barrier that guards some sort of destination, and before the individual actually 
negotiates the barrier, he awakens, typically with regret that he has awakened (and a 
desire to return and experience the completion of the voyage). This is like waking up 
from a wonderful dream—you wish it could go on longer. If heaven is for real, it is a 
gated community, at least in many NDEs. The point is that the importance of NDEs 
is not that they depict a supernatural destination; rather, their deeper meaning is that 
they tell the story of a recognizable and resonant kind of human journey.
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In a sense our lives are really a set of journeys from the known and comfortable 
to the unknown and challenging. Of course, these voyages are not the same for all 
people, but there are some important similarities. We “travel” from the family to 
the wider world of relationships and active engagement with the challenges of the 
broader world guided by (say) our parents. Perhaps we go from the safety and com-
fort of our family to college or university life. Here we seek friends and perhaps 
clubs and associations (including fraternities and sororities) to take the place of our 
families. They then help to usher us from the by-now familiar and relatively com-
fortable world of college to the new and more challenging environment of gradu-
ate school or the wider world of employment. Of course, our parents are still there 
(perhaps in the background), helping us along our way. A graduating senior at an 
American university captures the essence of this transition: “Leaving a known place. 
Off to the world we go. To discover more.”8 She probably felt the same way when 
she left home for college.

If things go well in our lives, we are guided by parents, authority figures, family, 
and friends. Perhaps the most challenging transition for us to get our minds around 
is the voyage from life to death— our last voyage (unless there is reincarnation or 
an afterlife that allows for change and development). The stories of NDEs help to 
assuage our anxieties about this daunting journey. Just as our parents ushered us into 
this world, they usher us out. And just as our parents take us on our first journey into 
independence (from our family to the wider world), they guide us on our last one—
from life to whatever lies ahead (even if it is nothingness). The mind is able to bring 
our parents (or other benevolent parental figures) back from the dead, as it were, to 
guide us along this last journey. Not only are we not alone in this journey, but we are 
accompanied by people who love us.

Ten percent of the reported NDE’s are “negative”. These are fascinating, and I 
don’t have the space to treat them adequately here.9 How exactly does the story of 
the positive NDEs fit with the negative NDEs, which seem so different? How do 
negative NDEs fill the typical role of positive NDEs?

Although negative NDEs are superficially different from positive NDEs, they 
do in fact share important characteristics. For our purposes, it is important to note 
that negative NDEs often involve life-reviews and a journey from the known to the 
unknown, guided by a benevolent parental (or authority) figure. The life-reviews 
often highlight the pain the individual has caused others, and can be instructive in a 
vivid way. In a positive NDE, the voyage is typically from darkness into or toward 
light; also, it is often an ascent toward a barrier that appears to guard a heavenly 
domain. In negative NDEs these elements are present but reversed: the voyage is a 
descent into darkness toward a void.

How is one’s guide in this descent benevolent, and how does such an NDE play 
the typical role of a positive NDE—offering greater serenity and producing impor-
tant transformations? Just as the negative life-review is instructive, the descent 
toward a void offers important lessons. Often the individual observes terrible suf-
fering as he makes the descent, but it is important that it is others, and not the NDEr 

8 Kimberly Chang-Haines, quoted in the Stanford Magazine (July/August 2017: 26).
9 For discussions of negative NDEs, see Bush (2012, 2016).
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himself, who is being tortured. The negative NDEr learns about the suffering he or 
she has caused, and is given strong motivation to change: to achieve a reorienta-
tion toward goodness. The guide then is benevolent insofar as he shows the indi-
vidual that he is not properly aligned with goodness, and what the consequences 
will be, unless there is a positive transformation. The stories of positive and negative 
NDEs are the same at a deeper level: a voyage from the known to the unknown, 
guided by a benevolent parent figure. And the both sorts of NDEs produce signifi-
cant transformations, helping to re-orient the individual toward morality, justice, and 
spirituality.10

The reported contents of NDEs, including supernatural realms and beings, can 
be understood as metaphors or, at least, as non-literal. These stories can have pro-
found meaning for us, even if we do not take them to refer to really existing heav-
enly realms and beings. Of course, we interpret many stories, including biblical sto-
ries, metaphorically (and not strictly literally). For instance, we can find the story 
of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden meaningful, even if we do not believe that 
Adam and Eve were literally the first persons or that the Garden of Eden really 
existed. Similarly, we can find NDEs deeply meaningful, even if we do not take ref-
erences to other-worldly realms or beings literally.

2.3  Hallucinogens, Trips, and NDES

To drive home the point that NDEs could be purely physical, consider an LSD expe-
rience reported to Oliver Sacks and described in Sacks (2012):

I was in my late twenties when a friend and I took some LSD. I had tripped 
many times before but this acid was different… [There follows a description of 
some elements of the “trip”.]

…Then I left my body and hovered in the room above the whole scene, then 
found myself traveling through a tunnel of beautiful light into space and was 
filled with a feeling of total love and acceptance. The light was the most beau-
tiful, warm and inviting light I ever felt. I heard a voice ask me if I wanted to 
go back to Earth and finish my life or … to go into the beautiful love and light 
in the sky. In the love and light was every person that ever lived. Then my 
whole life flashed in my mind from birth to the present, with every detail that 

10 A bizarre negative NDE is reported in Bush (2016):

A flurry of agitation accompanied the Internet news that a former Buddhist monk in Myanmar 
(Burma) was claiming that he had seen the Buddha in hell. He said Yama, king of the Buddhist 
hells, had shown him a terrible lake of fire which held not only the Buddha but famous spiritual 
and political figures much loved throughout the country. Goliath was in the lake, too, the giant 
from the Bible. They were there, he said Yama told him, because they did not believe in the Chris-
tian God. They did not accept Jesus.

The experience was so stunning, the monk was converted instantly. (p. 3)

Bush goes on to express skepticism about this report, and to focus on more plausibly sincere negative 
NDEs. Many others have deemed the monk’s story a “hoax”—the negative version of Malarkey’s posi-
tive NDE report. Fake news!
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ever happened, every feeling and thought, visual and emotional was there in an 
instant. The voice told me that humans are ‘Love and Light.’…

That day will live with me forever; I feel I was shown a side of life that most 
people can’t even imagine. I feel a special connection to every day, that even 
the simple and mundane have such power and meaning. (Sacks 2012: 101–102)

The experience described here has many of the hallmarks of an NDE—a life review, an 
out-of-body experience, traveling through a tunnel of light, pleasant feelings, deceased 
people—and the subject experienced it as powerfully meaningful. Yet it was induced by 
LSD, and he knew this, both as it was happening and when he reflected on it in the retell-
ing. This man’s awareness of the physical explanation of his experience does not seem to 
have diminished its significance for him in the least. And we can understand this signifi-
cance by noting that the story it tells is very similar to the story of NDEs.

It is worth noting that we call these LSD experiences “trips”. An LSD experience 
is indeed a trip from the known to the unknown and thus also shares this feature with 
NDEs—and with life. The story told by an LSD experience, and, in particular, the 
experience related to Oliver Sacks, is strikingly similar to the story told by a positive 
NDE, as I have told it. It is the story of travel from the known to the unknown in a 
way that is elevating and even ecstatic. Some interpret an LSD experience as open-
ing the “doors of perception” (in Aldous Huxley’s metaphor), where this involves 
opening the doors to a different, higher reality. But perhaps such an experience does 
not connect us with a new reality, but with new ways of experiencing our world, our 
reality.11 The doors of perception are opened in the sense that we are more emo-
tionally open—open to a larger or deeper range of emotional experiences. Perhaps 
the doors of perception are opened in the sense that a different part of our brains is 
newly empowered or enhanced. This is the way Jill Bolte Taylor explains her deeply 
spiritual experience during her stroke in (Taylor 2009).

LSD experiences can be compelling and transformative. Indeed, LSD and other hal-
lucinogens (including psilocybin) are being studied in the treatment of PTSD and the 
depression associated with a terminal diagnosis. (Pollan 2015) The results are some-
times dramatic, even after just one treatment (one administration of the drug). The 
changes are strikingly reminiscent of those associated with NDEs: less death anxiety, 
a more spiritual orientation, and a general equanimity and acceptance of one’s fate.12

11 This point is parallel to the Kant’s distinction between noumena and phenomena. Some interpret 
Kant’s distinction as point to two “worlds” or realms, whereas others interpret it as indicating two per-
spectives on a single world.
12 Don Lattin writes, about the scholars at Harvard who began experimenting with psychedelic drugs in 
the 1960’s:

Richard Alpert [later named Ram Dass], Timothy Leary, Huston Smith, and Andrew Weil each 
laid a cornerstone for what would be built what can still be built—from the progressive vision of 
the psychedelic sixties. The story does not end with them, for the forces they helped unleash were 
immeasurably larger than those four men, and the changes they wrought are still with us today. 
They changed the way we view the world, heal ourselves, and practice religion. They changed the 
way we see the very nature of reality. We see the best of them in the best of ourselves. In the end, 
it’s not about the drugs. It’s about remembering all the life-affirming moments along the way—
those glimpses of wonder and awe, empathy and interconnectedness—and finding a place for all 
of that in the rest of our lives. (Lattin 2010: 221–222)
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Jerry Garcia of the Grateful Dead, not unfamiliar with LSD, called life “a long 
strange trip”. He once said, “We are on the road to somewhere, I just don’t know 
where.”13 In life’s journey we often don’t know where we are going. I am reminded of 
Bob Hope and Bing Crosby in one of those old Road To… movies, maybe The Road 
to Morocco or perhaps it was The Road to Zanzibar. (It really doesn’t matter so much 
where the road leads!) Bob Hope asks Bing Crosby where each of the forks in the road 
leads, and Crosby says, “I have no idea.” Hope replies, “Ok, let’s get going, then.”14

We often don’t know where we are going in life’s journey, but it is even more 
mysterious where we are going in dying. NDEs don’t tell us where we are going, 
but they offer comfort on the journey: it is guided by a benevolent parental figure. 
We are not traveling alone. NDEs are metaphorical narratives that capture this idea 
of travel into the unknown guided by a benevolent parental figure. The voyage is in 
a context—death—that magnifies and intensifies the normal anxiety associated with 
uncertainty about the next step in our lives. So NDE’s are particularly profound. 
They tap into and address some of our deepest concerns.

3  Conclusion: Stories of Hope

Consider mental states, like desires, beliefs, intentions, pains, pleasures, and so 
forth. Many, though certainly not all, think of mental states as identical to, or con-
stituted by, physical states. On this view, one and the same thing can have physical 
properties and mental properties—a state of the brain can be (say) a belief that Jerry 
Brown is governor of California, and (presumably!) a different state of the brain can 
be a pain, and so forth.

Similarly, a physical object can have aesthetic properties, such as beauty. The 
Grand Canyon is beautiful. It is indisputably physical, but it is also beautiful. The 
beauty does not exemplify or point us to another realm—a “higher” reality. Rather, 
the beauty inheres in this world; it arises from naturalistic features of the world. In 
virtue of its beauty—its special kind of beauty—the Grand Canyon can elicit the 
responses of awe and wonder in human beings. A physical thing—the Grand Can-
yon—can elicit awe in virtue of an aesthetic property: beauty. The Grand Canyon is 
both a physical thing and beautiful. In some people this beauty elicits the experience 
of the sublime. There is a certain kind of “match” between the beauty of the Grand 
Canyon and the sensibilities of the human being.

So, also, with NDEs. They may be physical events that are caused entirely by 
physical events. We need not assume that they are a portal into another realm, or are 
caused by contact with a heavenly realm. The picture here is that there is just one 
realm, but elements of this realm have various kinds of properties. The sequence 
of physical events that count as the NDE has a special property: it exemplifies, or 
“tells,” a story. This story elicits a certain sort of reaction—an experience of awe and 

13 As shown in an HBO documentary, Long Strange Trip (Amir Bar-Levy, Director).
14 And Gerald Dworkin writes, “There are those who know from the start where they are going and 
those who only realize after the journey where they have been traveling. (Dworkin 1988): ix
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wonder—in the individual having an NDE. There is a certain sort of match between 
the story and the individual’s emotional templates, in virtue of which the story elic-
its these kinds of reactions. Being aware that another individual has had an NDE 
with its characteristic story can also elicit an emotional reaction in the observer. In 
seeking to understand the NDEs others and ourselves, the stories are emotionally 
resonant.

We can understand the remarkable and profound significance of NDEs in a way 
parallel to our understanding of the sublime beauty of the Grand Canyon or a sunset 
over the Pacific Ocean. The Grand Canyon and a sunset are physical, but this in no 
way diminishes their meaning to human beings. LSD experiences are physical, but 
they can be spiritually deep and transformative in remarkable ways. NDEs can be 
conceptualized as part of our physical world, but this would not render them without 
meaning or diminish their transformative power. Sometimes naturalism is equated 
with a certain deflating “reductionism”, which seems to drain NDEs of their beauty 
and meaning. This is no more true of NDEs than of the Grand Canyon or a sunset 
over the Pacific.

How does the story of a voyage to the unknown, guided by benevolent authori-
ties (or parental figures), help to explain the diminished death-anxiety and, indeed, 
serenity in the contemplation of death characteristic of those who have had NDEs? 
Perhaps we feel that a benevolent authority would not lead us into a dark or unpleas-
ant status. On the naturalist view, we don’t have it that we are going to a good place, 
let alone heaven. We just can’t have this confidence, and to seek it is wishful think-
ing. But guidance by benevolent parental figures represents the thought that we are 
not headed for a status that is bad for us. Why would a loving parent lead us into 
something terrible? Even on the naturalist interpretation, the stories NDEs tell are 
stories of hope, and of love. Even if we can’t be sure of where we are going, the sto-
ries tell us that we are not going alone.

NDEs do not necessarily tell the story of “coming home.” Rather, they tell the 
story of solidarity and loving guidance along the path forward, wherever that will 
lead us. Kate Bowler writes, summarizing findings of the Near Death Experience 
Research Foundation:

Thousands of people were interviewed about their brushes with death in every 
kind of situation—being in a car accident, giving birth, attempting suicide, et 
cetera—and many descriptions described the same [odd] thing: love. (Bowler 
2018: 120)

As I wrote at the beginning, we are frightened by death, and a supernaturalistic 
interpretation of NDEs helps to assuage our worries. NDEs can thus be part of a 
terror management strategy.15 NDEs, so interpreted, can be profoundly transforma-
tive. I have offered a slightly different way of interpreting the stories NDEs tell. This 

15 Ernest Becker, an anthropologist, is the “father” of Terror Management Theory (TMT). (Becker 
1973). Contemporary proponents of TMT include Solomon, Greenberg, and Pyszczynski in their (2015). 
TMT posits that all of human activity aims either explicitly or implicitly at managing our fear of death.
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naturalistic interpretation also offers comfort in the face an uncertain future, and can 
thus help in terror management, without presupposing (or ruling out) supernatural-
ism. Interpreted in the naturalistic way, NDEs are transformative, because the natu-
ral response to love is love.

Human beings do not want to die alone. We want to be surrounded by loved ones. 
The stories told by NDEs capture this important wisdom. They offer the comfort 
provided by solidarity in the face of daunting challenges and stark uncertainties. 
NDEs tell stories of love in the face of perhaps the most terrifying challenge– death. 
These stories resonate with us, comfort us, and transform us. Narratives reach our 
emotions; their power does not depend on the literal truth of the events depicted. 
There is nothing more beautiful, more awesome, more inspiring, than love.

It is important that my claim in this paper is not simply that NDEs help us to see 
the point about solidarity and love. They do not just issue in a new piece of informa-
tion. Rather, the stories they tell give us an emotional understanding of this point. 
They get us to see it via a story, and thus we do not just have cognitive understand-
ing, but an affective grasp of the insight. It is a deeper kind of understanding, one 
that combines the intellectual with the emotional.
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