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​Foreword
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I’VE KNOWN ADAM RIZVI, as well as his wife, his mom, and his sister, all of them doctors, for a long time. Now that I’ve become what you might call “an older guy,” I can say that I’ve met quite a few doctors. This has been primarily for check-ups, because I’ve been blessed with mostly good health. To oversimplify, during my life I’ve met two basic kinds of physicians. There are those who you can just tell are genuinely kind and interested in their patient’s well-being. That clearly describes Adam and his family. On the other hand, at the risk of sounding what a teacher of mine once described as “judgey,” there are some doctors who look at you and see dollar signs.

Adam is one of those rare healers who not only has the ability and credentials to function brilliantly in the “normal” everyday world of traditional medicine, but also has an advanced grasp of metaphysics. That’s something that is taboo to most doctors, though not necessarily their patients. This allows Adam to have quality communications with all types of patients as well as nonpatients. And with both an approach to healing and a personality that are based on love and joining rather than suspicion and separation, he was able to write this book.

There are hundreds of well-known healing modalities. Unfortunately, they are not one size fits all. Different approaches work for different people. But there’s one healing agent that’s universal, and that is love. It’s universal because real love is eternal. Although I’ve lost some of closest people to me in my life, I’ve come to learn that I didn’t really lose them. As terrible as death may seem, in most cases the time comes when the hurt begins to go away. What doesn’t go away? The love that you have for that person. Isn’t it interesting that the most real thing we have is something that you can’t see? And isn’t it interesting that the most real thing that exists, God, is also something that you can’t see?

In this book Adam actually shows that love does not know death. You’ll find that love is even more powerful than most people think. And when it comes to the duality of love and fear, love is not only more powerful, it can cancel its seeming opposite completely. As both the Bible and the modern-day metaphysical masterpiece, A Course in Miracles (ACIM) say, “Perfect love casts our fear.”

According to ACIM, “There is no death, but there is a belief in death.” It also says, among many of its teachings on the subject, “Embodiment of fear, the host of sin, god of the guilty and the lord of all illusions and deceptions, does the thought of death seem mighty.”

As difficult as it may be to deal with such a firm hold that the idea of death has on humanity, I think Adam has done a wonderful job of dealing with the subject in this book. It’s a personal book. I was honored when Adam asked me to be interviewed for it. But Adam’s stories and observations are the highlights.

You’ll be glad you took the time to experience the wisdom from all those who contributed to these pages. This book will stay with you when many others have been forgotten. And you may even find that you believe what ACIM proclaims, “There is no death. The Son of God is free.”

Gary R. Renard

Appearing to be somewhere in California
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​Introduction
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DEATH ISN’T AN END. It is a continuation. The fear we carry around about our own death is based on a misunderstanding so profound it colors all aspects of life. And facing that fear is actually the key to experiencing true life. As a critical care physician, I’ve had the privilege and blessing to be at the deathbed of hundreds of people. I have witnessed the many sacred and often striking ways people die. In our nation’s sterile intensive care units (ICUs), I’ve seen many die in terror and pain. On the other hand, I’ve seen others welcome death with serene foreheads and gentle smiles.

What empowers some and not others to embrace the great mystery we call death with such grace? These experiences and questions have been part of an ongoing journey. It began, for me, with existential doubt as a young adult. Later, it led to a deep conviction of the continuity of life. Now, I’ve seen enough to know unquestionably that death is simply a layover on a vast journey of awakening.

About a month before writing this, I spent time with a patient for a few days before his death. His name was Joshua. He was in his sixties, and he had Stage 4 lung cancer, which had metastasized throughout his body.

A brief note: The near-death patients I’m with in the hospital are often on life support. They may have massive brain bleeds, large strokes, or are unconscious for some medical reason. So when I’m with someone I know is dying, but is also conscious and can talk, I see it as a rare chance to connect deeply. To have a moment of lucidity and to be awake, aware, and communicative before death is a tremendous gift. It is a gift for the dying person and for the others in the room. In these situations, each person has time to prepare emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually. Joshua was one such patient. He had days left to live and was wide awake and fully aware of it. In addition to his metastasized cancer, he had kidney failure. When your kidneys fail and dialysis is not in use, your potassium rises. This disrupts the heart’s electrical system, causing it to stop. Joshua decided not to undergo dialysis. He knew he was dying and decided to go on his terms, calmly and courageously.

I remember the conversation. I was in his ICU room with the curtains drawn. His wife, Rosie, was sitting to my right. Joshua was in the hospital bed to my left. I was explaining the intricacies of potassium and telling him what he should expect in the coming days. Him and his wife were nodding thoughtfully and deeply engaged in the conversation. Interestingly, this conversation stood out from the many others I’ve had. Instead of the usual dread, I felt a lightness in the air while we spoke. It sounds strange, but in that room, I saw a man at peace with himself and the world. It made me smile in respect and gratitude. He knew he was dying, his wife knew he was dying, and they were both facing it with grace.

Seeing that made my heart swell. To witness such compassionate courage is touching and inspiring. I watched them both openly talk about the fact that he was going to die in a few days. They talked about their kids. They wanted to ensure their son was okay and their daughter did her homework. Rosie asked him what he wanted for their children’s future. He, in turn, asked about her wishes and vision.

I watched this back and forth, thinking: This is amazing. I love this. While holding his hand, Rosie leaned forward and said, “I’m gonna miss you so much,” and Joshua started crying.

In that moment, my heart blew wide open. I clearly remember thinking, Let’s face death courageously like these two, let’s face death as the gift that it is.

When you rise above the belief that you are frail and breakable, you see yourself as so much more. You recognize that you are that which is eternal. You taste the peace of knowing that nothing can harm you. Nothing can destroy your nature because your nature is Love.

These moments I witness in the ICU, during the transition from one “life” to another, are so precious. Being present with your emotions and feelings during these moments helps you beautifully honor yourself and everyone in the room.

To his credit, Joshua looked at me and said, “Doc, I’m pretty afraid.”

I replied, “Yeah, I would be too in your place. It’s a big unknown.”

His one-word response, though simple, belied a depth of consideration and thought. “Yeah.” After a moment, seemingly glimpsing the other side, he asked, “How many times have you had this conversation?”

“I don’t know. Quite a few over the years. They’re always different.”

He joked, “You’d make a good priest.” I took the compliment as I think he intended it.

Doctors help people who are at their most vulnerable, like priests, rabbis, and imams. We deal with the hard stuff of life. This moment with Joshua and his wife stuck out. It was rare because they honorably faced death. A beautiful exchange had occurred. I saw it and was a part of it.

What if you could face death with such courage, vulnerability, and authenticity? What if you knew the other side wasn’t total oblivion but a continuation? What if a larger spiritual context existed — something that would give meaning to the final moment of your so-called life here on earth? What if you used the fears around death for truly meaningful spiritual growth?

These questions arise daily as I face one death at a time in the hospital. As a society, how would we approach death differently with this shift in perspective? How would we prepare?

My own spiritual journey and these questions led me to reconsider how I related to death, dying, and terminal illness. I wanted to know how to prepare for death. I wanted to know how best to show up for people who are transitioning around me. I intuitively knew there must be a powerful way to sit with the dying that not only helps them in the moments leading up to their death but also the moments right after. Life goes on. I had had my own experiences suggesting as much.

And yet, I was only just beginning to explore how to help those making their transition. I felt that all of us could help each other no matter which side of the veil we were on. We needed to understand the bigger context within which death plays its role. I then asked myself: What if my patients were open to hearing this deeper aspect of dying? What if they were open to understanding this bigger spiritual context? The question that kept coming up for me was: What would I say to my patients about death if they were open to listening? What would I say to my friends and family about how I was applying my own spiritual learning to the great unknown we call death? And what could I do right now to best prepare for my own death?

This book arose as an answer to these questions. It is inspired by all my teachers, my friends, and by the grace of the spirit within all that goes by many names.

This book is not about transforming grief, though it may happen. It is not about overcoming the pain of loss, although that can occur. It’s not just about a flawed medical system or fear of death and disease, though that becomes evident. This book is about awakening. It is about using death, disease, change, and loss as a catalyst to play the game of awakening to your true nature.

Finally, this is a book about love. More specifically, it is about undoing your blocks to the awareness of love, your true nature. It is a book for you — patients and their families, doctors, and nurses. It is for anyone curious about death with the courage to face it. It is for those who intuitively sense a bigger spiritual context for this whole thing called life. It’s for anyone who has felt the anguish of loss or the shock of a terminal illness diagnosis. It is for anyone who has felt the intensity of life’s suffering and felt there must be another way, a way to an inner peace that never fades.

Take a moment and consider these questions: How do you feel when you think about death? What have you been taught about death? Do you believe that you are just your body? What if death is not an end but a transition? What if life is a journey of awakening, and so-called “death” is a part of that process? What if you didn’t need to suffer but could truly rest in peace, living life fully and joyfully?

I will share stories of the many deaths I’ve witnessed and the lessons I’ve learned from them. I will provide a simple guide on how to face death from a broader spiritual point of view, and I will share tools and insights I’ve gained that can be used in your daily life. I invite you to take what feels right to you and only use what you find most helpful.

The journey I have been on at home and in the nation’s ICUs has absolutely transformed how I see the world. It took me from darkness to light. The lessons I learned helped me transition from fear to love and a deep, abiding peace. This book offers an invitation to join me on this journey where death is not viewed as an enemy to fear but as a part of a classroom — a classroom with lessons that can deepen your understanding of who you are. It is possible to choose to see life’s huge changes, like death, as paths to spiritual awakening and peace.

Settling into and feeling this unshakable inner peace is what this book is all about. Are you ready to see death and, thus, life in a radically new way? Are you ready to sense this unshakable peace? All it takes is a little willingness. And there is no better time to start than now.



Author’s Note and Acknowledgements


THE STORIES I SHARE are based on real events as I remember them. However, the names of the patients and people discussed have been changed. In addition, specific details regarding patients’ ages, genders, ethnicities, familial relationships, medical histories, and diagnoses have also been changed. Any resemblance to persons living or dead resulting from changes to names or identifying details is entirely coincidental and unintentional.

In these pages I may occasionally use words with religious connotations. In no way do I intend to disrespect any spiritual or religious path. The religious or spiritual words I use are meant to convey personal experience rather than express any preference for a particular religious tradition.

This book is inspired by the spiritual text A Course in Miracles. That said, it is not meant as an in-depth guide to its philosophy or teachings. You may read about some of the teachers who’ve inspired me here, and I encourage you to explore their bodies of work if you feel called to.

I may occasionally capitalize words like God, Spirit, Love, and Heaven. I do this to refer to the level of reality that I believe to be our true nature, the infinite oneness of Source. When not capitalized, like mind or self, I refer to that part that still believes itself to be separate from Source.

Lastly, I’d like to offer my endless gratitude to the Voice of the Course, and the Masters and Teachers of past, present and future. As the Course suggests, this path to awakening would be infinitely harder if each step we took wasn’t so heavily reinforced and supported. This book would not have been possible without the support and guidance of my wife, who sat patiently many nights listening to me run through all the variations of what to say and how to say it. I am grateful for my mother and my sister whose lifelong support helped me to become the doctor I am today. I would also like to thank my dear friend Stephan Downes for his counsel and keen eye in developing and editing the manuscript. Thanks to Amy Colvin for her stellar editorial work. I also offer my heartfelt thanks to D. Patrick Miller of Fearless Literary Services, who helped take the manuscript across the finish line. A special thanks to Gary Renard and Carol Howe. Thank you both for offering your time and wisdom and agreeing to be interviewed for the book. I hope many get a chance to read your words of insight included herein.
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​Chapter 1
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Becoming Mindful

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day

To the last syllable of recorded time,

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools

The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

And then is heard no more: it is a tale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 

Signifying nothing.

Macbeth, Act V, Scene V — Wm. Shakespeare



Early Explorations


YOU MIGHT THINK THAT growing up with a Catholic mother and a Muslim father would lead to a rocky childhood at home. But those who know the traditions understand they are very similar. I lived my early childhood in a glass dome of Islamic and Christian beliefs. It was a comfortable place. My parents focused on the points in common: be kind, do good, avoid bad, speak truth, and believe in God. Whether you’re Christian or Muslim, it’s the same God: He has a white beard and is up in the clouds. Both traditions teach a fear of judgment after death. And both religions share the same prophets who trace their lineage to a man who may have made a mistake by eating some red fruit.

As a child, my worldview was simple. It fit neatly in both the Muslim and Christian realms. Eventually, though, a series of experiences with my grandparents led me to question the foundation of that worldview.

One summer vacation, I was with my grandparents in France in a cozy kitchen in Brittany. My grandparents’ home was a small two-story brick house along a small city street in the outskirts of Rennes. Baskets of geraniums sat on windowsills. White shutters framed the windows, and roses lined the garage. Inside was a small table for four, a century-old gas stove, and lacy curtains that filtered the sunlight softly most mornings. It was picturesque, and it was my home away from home.

My grandmother, Mémé, was cooking her lamb chops and mashed potatoes. She was literally a meat-and-potatoes kind of lady. Then she started talking about death. My grandmother was very religious. She was a devout Catholic. She had a weathered picture of Mother Mary on her nightstand, and she prayed the rosary. She told me that if I prayed every day and went to church, I would go to heaven. I remember thinking, We don’t go to church back home. We sometimes go to a mosque; would that count?

“What happens if I don’t?” I asked.

“Well, you go to hell. Forever,” she replied matter-of-factly.

Hell? I wasn’t sure what to do with that. I can’t recall if I responded. But, being an impressionable young boy, it made me terrified. Why hell? It didn’t seem fair. It wasn’t my fault I didn’t always go to church or pray. What about all the people who didn’t know about church, or rosaries, or the Bible? Weren’t there people in the Amazon who’ve never seen other humans outside of their tribe? Images of nearly naked hunter-gatherers from a National Geographic show appeared in my head. What about them? My mind continued generating more examples. What about the Eskimos? What about Aliens on other planets? Don’t they deserve a chance? I didn’t question her further, but the seeds of doubt had been planted.

About a year later, during another summer vacation, I visited my other grandmother, Amma. My parents wanted to ensure my sister and I were exposed to both cultural heritages as we grew up. We would alternate between France and Pakistan every summer vacation.

Visiting my Pakistani grandmother was always a treat. She lived in the suburbs of Karachi. The roads were dirt, and stray dogs wandered about. Her home was small and relatively austere. Inside, the cool floor had no rugs, just some tiles, like the kitchen. They were a godsend in the summer heat as they’d stay cool all day.

I recall one day sitting with her on the cool tiles in front of a simple stone fireplace and a pile of meat ready to be cut. She would, as was tradition, cook on the ground where the fire and kitchen supplies were. This is actually not uncommon around the world. That afternoon, I was her helper. I grabbed a slab of meat from the pile and handed it to her. She cut it up into smaller pieces and stripped the fat away. I watched, transfixed by her fingers moving deftly, half listening to her words. At the time, she was talking about the importance of reading the Quran and praying five times a day. She finished her mini sermon with, “As long as you do that, you won’t go to hell.”

I then suddenly recalled the earlier conversation with my French grandmother. My mind was quick at work trying to reconcile these two requirements. So I have to go to church, read the Bible and the Quran, pray the rosary, and pray five times a day...? The path to heaven was getting more and more cumbersome.

I don’t remember much else about my adventures in Pakistan and France when I was very young, but those two moments left an imprint. My little brain could not reconcile these statements. It didn’t make sense to me. They couldn’t both be right, and surely, they couldn’t both be wrong. Would I end up facing fire and brimstone because I couldn’t get things straight in my head? I experienced a type of unease that I later learned was called cognitive dissonance.

My beautiful glass dome began to shatter, and the ground was shaking. My worldview that precariously balanced Christianity and Islam was falling apart. I needed to discover the truth of things myself.



Cremation Grounds


FAST FORWARD MANY YEARS. Suffice it to say I became disillusioned with religion. Oddly, though, my relationship with God, or some undefined source of love, seemed to deepen. I knew in my heart that there was a truth beyond all of this craziness. And I knew that truth was love, unconditional love. I couldn’t explain it. I just knew there had to be a universal truth. A truth that would answer all questions and heal all wounds.

In college, not surprisingly, I began to study comparative religion, mythology, and psychology. It was my way of searching for answers — groping in the dark for something tangible, something real. Those days were filled with exploration and questioning. I asked myself: Why would God, who was supposed to be loving, create a world filled with pain and hate? No loving parent would do that to their child, so why would God have done that to us? It made me want to see how other people viewed God.

I was fascinated then to learn that some traditions didn’t see God as vengeful, spiteful, and angry. Some didn’t see God as a man. Some didn’t see God as an entity separate from us at all. Instead they saw God as love, as pure love. Reading about this perspective shifted something within me. This perspective rang true, but I couldn’t make a full picture out of it. It still didn’t answer the question of why so much suffering existed in the world. As I explored, I learned of traditions that saw all beings as one with God. They didn’t see God as separate. I learned that these traditions were called non-dual, meaning “not two.” They didn’t believe in the separation between God and us but instead believed it was all one thing. It was a leap for me at the time, but it also rang true.

In my last year of college, I was invited to speak at an international conference on religion and globalization. It was held in the Hindu holy city, Varanasi. Locals called it Kashi, the city of lights. I presented an essay I had written about the effect of society’s growing interconnectedness on religious thought. My talk turned out to be the least interesting thing that happened during the visit.

During that conference, I met a young man named Krishna. He was disarmingly friendly and direct. He came right up to me after my talk and introduced himself. He said he enjoyed my talk and thought I would enjoy visiting a sacred site nearby, the famous riverfront cremation grounds of Manikarnika ghat. We had only just met, and he was inviting me to join him to visit this holy site by the Ganges River. How could I say no?

Before I realized what was happening, we were walking down the narrow alleyways of Kashi towards the river. We walked past tiny stalls that sprinkled the alley. The stalls sold fruits of all kinds, marigold flowers, and other ceremonial items. They also sold small statues of various deities, such as a little blue boy playing the flute — Krishna’s namesake.

At one point, in the distance, I heard the sounds of a group of men. They approached quickly, chanting, trance-like, as they marched down the narrow alleyway. “Ram Naam Satya Hai,” meaning ‘Ram’s Name is Truth’. The men, pallbearers, were carrying a dead body. It was tightly wrapped in pure white cotton and on a makeshift wooden platform. I watched wide-eyed as they hurriedly shuffled past us. The marigolds that decorated the body jostled with each step, a few falling at my feet. We followed them but kept our distance.

As we rounded the corner, I stared in amazement. There were several cremation pits blazing with ten-foot flames. The sensory overload was intense. A thick, heavy smoke with a sweet aftertaste hung in the air; I realized it was burning flesh. I felt the pressure of heat, heavy on my cheeks. Cymbals clashed and conches blared. These were India’s famous cremation grounds.

Krishna and I walked along the edge of a large crowd, likely the family and friends of those now burning on the funeral pyres. He pointed out other men sitting in the distance along the outskirts of the fires. They sat cross-legged in meditation, gazing intently at the fires yet past them, seeing something I had yet to glimpse for myself. He explained these were sadhus, Indian ascetics. They meditated on death by sitting here and watching this ancient cremation ritual unfold. It reminded them that we all die. No one escapes death. It inspired them to seek freedom first, above all else. They sought freedom from the cycle of rebirth, as the Hindus believed.

Some of these sadhus, Krishna said, had experienced that freedom. Some of them, he explained, were free — free from all suffering. They lived in total and utter peace. We both stood there staring at the flames for some time, hoping to taste a bit of that peace. I thought about what he shared. True freedom, what would that feel like? Complete peace all the time. Was that even possible?

The experience at the cremation grounds was unforgettable. Those transformative flames were forever seared into my mind’s eye. The promise of unshakable peace indelibly stamped on my heart. I was left with a longing to understand death and an even deeper desire for the kind of peace Krishna spoke of.

In the following years, driven by a desire for truth and perhaps inspired by the renunciates I had seen, I read more and meditated deeply. I wanted to know myself and meaningfully examine my inner emotions and thoughts. I was not interested in theology; instead, I was interested in experience. I was interested in total peace.

My desire for a deeper spiritual understanding ran alongside my early career as a doctor. After college, I completed medical school, a neurology residency, and a neurocritical care fellowship. I started practicing as an attending physician in an ICU in Arizona. Throughout all this, I continued to read spiritual literature. I kept questioning, I kept meditating. As a consequence, I became pretty well-versed in all things metaphysical, spiritual, religious, and psychological. You name it, I had likely read it. I read most of the holy books and sacred scriptures from Western and Eastern traditions. I studied with various spiritual teachers, Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, Muslim, and New Age, each of them deepening my understanding of myself. To each of them, I am forever grateful. Each book and each teacher along the way brought me to a place where I could understand what would come next.



Disappearance of the Old World


ONE DAY, AT A BOOKSTORE in Tucson, I stumbled across a book by Gary R. Renard. It was quietly tucked away in the corner of a shelf, yet shone softly and called out to be picked up. The cover and title drew me in: The Disappearance of the Universe. How could I not read that? The cover and title were evocative. I devoured it over a long weekend and, in the subsequent years, have reread it many times. Disappearance of the Universe to me merged everything I had read and explored into one view.

In the book, Gary’s teachers, Arten and Pursah, told him to study a metaphysical text called A Course in Miracles. I had seen this big blue book before. I bought it in medical school. But I never had the guts to wade through what I thought were pretty heady waters. By the end of that week, however, I had finished Disappearance of the Universe and was starting this big blue book. I started with A Course in Miracles’ workbook for students and then later its main text. The Shakespearean style, once foreign and off-putting, now felt clear, melodic, and approachable. It was somehow no longer distant, no longer aloof. Clearly, the text hadn’t changed. I had.

A Course in Miracles, or ACIM for short, is a spiritual self-study course. It was created in the 1960s by Helen Schucman and her co-writer, William Thetford. Both were academic psychologists at Columbia University Medical Center. The book’s purpose is to awaken people to the truth of their oneness with God or pure love. It does this by shifting the point of view from fear to love through its unique brand of forgiveness.

ACIM outlines one of many paths to awakening. Judy Skutch, its first publisher, was interviewed for the documentary The Visionaries. She said, “I’m very glad A Course in Miracles was named A Course in Miracles and not The Course in Miracles. It indicates, as the Course itself says, that there are many roads. They all lead to the same place, which is home.”

ACIM’s Manual for Teachers announces that “A universal theology is impossible, but a universal experience is not only possible but necessary. It is this experience toward which the course is directed.” Some might call this journey towards a universal experience the journey towards enlightenment. I would say it is an undoing of fear and the awakening to Truth and Love. I realized this was the experience I was searching for. This was the understanding I had intuitively known throughout childhood.

After reading and applying the principles in ACIM, I noticed a shift within me — toward clarity and joy. I was practicing a radical form of forgiveness which sees all people as completely innocent. It does not condone any negative actions, but sees past them. This shift in perspective taught me to see people as they are: innocent and worthy of love. When I did that, I began to see myself in the same way — always deserving of love.

At this point, still early in my medical career, I began noticing a shift in how I related to my patients and colleagues. Every single day became a classroom. I saw that my challenges were chances to shift my perspective. What I saw in my patients — their fears, anxieties, and concerns — were reflections of my own inner fears and worries. Seeing my patients as innocent and deserving of love sent a message to my mind: I was innocent and deserving of love.
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