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What people are saying about

The Medium and the Minister

This book provides a carefully considered balance between a religious and non-religious view of the afterlife. It is well written and provides compelling evidence for such a proposition. The author has included many excellent evidential examples which would be hard to dispute. He is a fastidious researcher and has a compelling and enjoyable style of writing. I am sure that you will be enthralled by this book and it will be up to you to digest the information provided and come to your own conclusions, while maintaining an open mind on these matters.

Tricia J. Robertson, researcher and author of Things You Can Do When You’re Dead!, More Things You Can Do When You’re Dead and It’s Life and Death, But Not As You Know It!

Roger Straughan has written an erudite but accessible book on the eternal question of life after death. He examines how the subject has been tackled by both scientists and theologians, placing these apparently disparate approaches into their proper historical context, whilst at the same time shedding new light on how various experts in the field have tackled the subject of the afterlife. He is a well-respected researcher and author who has the knowledge and expertise to guide the reader through this fascinating subject. The approach he takes makes this a unique and thoroughly absorbing book.

David Taylor, researcher, editor of Psychical Studies and Secretary of the Unitarian Society for Psychical Studies

Roger Straughan is a philosopher and writer on paranormal topics. He is, therefore, very well qualified to write on these matters. He brings to them his characteristic balance and lucidity. What stands out is his sensitivity and understanding of both perspectives: that of the Christian and the psychical researcher. In the process of exploring these viewpoints he reassesses the reputation and achievements of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Sir Oliver Lodge who have sometimes been unfairly portrayed in the media and historical texts. His book is especially valuable in that he brings into one place and makes coherent the rather tortured relationship with spiritualistic phenomena that the Anglican Church has displayed over the years. The book is a refreshingly well-written and accessible exploration of this topic.

Trevor Hamilton, MA, PhD, author of Immortal Longings: FWH Myers and the Victorian Search for Life After Death and Arthur Balfour’s Ghosts: An Edwardian Elite and the Riddle of the Cross-Correspondence Automatic Writings
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Introduction

Do you believe in life after death? Most people, if faced with this question, would probably not give just a straight yes-or-no answer, but would qualify or explain their reply in some way. For example, they might say one of the following:


	No, I’m not religious.

	Yes, I’m a Christian.

	No, I only believe what scientists can prove.

	Yes, I’ve looked at some of the evidence from psychical research.

	No, it’s obvious that when you’re dead, you’re dead.

	Yes, I’ve seen lots of TV programs about mediums and near-death experiences.

	No, no one can ever know, so why bother about it?

	I’m not interested. It’s this life that matters.



All of these responses raise many further questions, and this book will try to tackle some of these. My aim is not to provide conclusive answers (which is probably impossible, anyway), but rather to look at some of the arguments and assumptions surrounding the possibility of life after death to help you, the reader, to make up your own mind. This will inevitably take us into highly controversial areas and introduce us to a number of colorful personalities, because this subject has the potential to arouse strong passions and prejudices by challenging deeply-held beliefs.

One particular source of conflict has often centered on the role of religion here and the extent to which religious doctrines can offer satisfactory answers to those trying to work out what (if anything) it’s reasonable to believe about a possible afterlife. This conflict will be examined in some detail in this book, because its origins highlight basic issues and attitudes which are still very much in evidence today. In fact, the idea for this book first came to me when I was signing copies at a local bookshop of a previous book about evidence for survival of death. One shopper took one look at the cover and exclaimed loudly, “I’m not interested in that. I’m a Christian!” before rushing out of the door – presumably to avoid spiritual pollution!

But religion doesn’t have a monopoly over life-after-death issues. Nor is there a complete overlap between those who would call themselves ‘religious’ and those who believe in some form of post-mortem existence. As we shall see in Chapter 2, many ‘non-religious’ people would not subscribe to the view that death is the end, while many ‘religious’ people today (strangely perhaps) would be doubtful about any idea of an afterlife. So where else can we look for evidence and arguments for or against this belief?

Psychical researchers, or parapsychologists as they are now often labelled, have a long history of investigating the question and have accumulated a mountain of relevant data, which has generated radical disagreements over how it should be interpreted. Spiritualists on the other hand are convinced that their experiences of apparent communication with the ‘dead’ clearly demonstrate that personality survives. Some philosophers have tried to tackle the question of whether the existence of such a personality without a physical body is conceivable, while some psychologists have studied whether our minds, and therefore our consciousness, really are dependent upon our physical brains. Some scientists have even tried to examine the possible implications of quantum theory for this area.

It’s probably fair to say that the vast majority of the general public are unaware of all this, or at least uninterested in it, as it seems to have little or no relevance to their everyday lives. They would be the most likely to reply to the question posed above along the lines of the last two answers, “Why bother? We can’t really know for sure, so let’s get on with this life.” So are they right? Does it matter whether one believes in life after death? What difference does it make to anything?

We need to decide whether they are right or not at the outset, because if they are, I’ve wasted my time in writing this book and you will be wasting yours in reading it! So let’s start with that challenge, before we attempt to explore this complex but fascinating question of what on earth can we know about a possible life after death.





Chapter 1

Why Bother About an Afterlife?

On the face of it, this sounds a very reasonable response to our initial question. Surely it’s this life that matters, not some possible so-called afterlife, which may or may not exist and which we can’t know anything about. Isn’t it life before death that we should focus on, not some possible life after death? Shouldn’t we concentrate on making this world and our life in it as good as we can and leave the next world to look after itself?

Certainly we can all agree that we should not become so preoccupied with the question of life after death that we switch off from this world and fail to play a full part in it. Life is for living – we have a life to live here and now, and we should make the most of it. But if we grant that obvious point, it doesn’t follow that what may or may not follow this life doesn’t matter at all, and that we shouldn’t spend any time ever thinking about it. One of the very few things we can be absolutely certain of in this life is that it’s going to end. We’re all going to die someday sooner or later, and so it’s not ridiculous to speculate occasionally about whether we might survive that inevitable physical death in some way.

Of course, it’s a cliché nowadays to say that death is a taboo subject. Most people don’t want to think or talk about it. Even many clergy don’t want to talk about it, perhaps because some surveys show that a substantial number of them don’t actually believe in life after death; most are certainly ill-informed about the subject and totally ignorant of the evidence, which is almost as odd as the idea of a solicitor [lawyer] unashamedly knowing nothing about the law. But thinking seriously about the possibility of an afterlife, whatever our conclusions, can at least help us to overcome that taboo and face the inevitable fact that we will all die one day. It helps us to make up our minds on this fundamental issue and not just accept the taboo by brushing the whole subject under the carpet.

Anyone prepared to consider the possibility of life after death is faced with a fundamental choice: between a materialistic view of life and one which allows for the possibility of some form of spiritual dimension beyond the known limits of the physical world. That choice is a very stark one. Are we just a random cocktail of chemicals and atoms, destined to disintegrate when the cells of our bodies and brains die? If so, it must follow that when you’re dead you’re dead, and that’s all there is to it. Our life must then be, as Shakespeare memorably put it, “a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.” Or is it conceivable that we might be something more permanent than that, something that has the capacity for survival and further development? Could this life be part of a bigger picture which we can at present get only brief and disjointed glimpses of? Which one of these two options we choose to accept cannot help but form part of our whole view of the world. That view includes our attitude towards others and ourselves, which in turn must shape the kind of person we become and the ways we behave.

One way to illustrate this is to consider how we react to news stories. The so-called ‘taboo’ about death doesn’t seem to extend to these. Newspapers and TV news programs are heavily dependent on death and would have huge gaps to fill without it. How often do we hear and see news headlines dealing with murders, wars, massacres, natural disasters and fatal accidents? An obvious example here would be the domination of the media by the COVID-19 pandemic. If one reflects a little, it seems strange that death should be considered so ‘newsworthy’, as there is nothing ‘new’ about it or surprising that people regularly die in all sorts of ways. For light relief from these headlines we are often presented with reports of the latest ‘miracle cure’ for cancer or heart disease or the prospect of a vaccine for coronavirus, but these are deemed ‘news’ only because they may delay future deaths. The assumption behind all this is that death is the ultimate disaster, the worst thing that can conceivably happen: how awful that loss of life should occur! Politicians in the UK during the pandemic repeatedly emphasized that “every death is a tragedy”.

Now of course no one would deny that our personal experience of the deaths of family members, friends and loved ones can often be shattering, because of the overwhelming sense of loss and shock we can feel at such times. But our reaction to such loss must be influenced to some extent by whether or not we believe that death equals total extinction. If we believe that it does, then dying really is the end of everything and the persons who have died have lost everything; they can no longer fulfil any purposes, achieve any goals or satisfy any desires. “How unfair!” is the frequent comment, “They didn’t deserve to die!” The unspoken implication here is that dying is some sort of unmerited, final punishment, though few who make such comments pursue the question of who or what inflicts this punishment and why it is “unfair”.

On the other hand, if we believe that death may not be the end and that personality may in some way survive, the sense of loss may be just as great, but it is mainly our loss and feelings of separation that are causing our sorrow for the death of loved ones, rather than pity for the person who has died. In the case of news reports of the deaths of total strangers (in war or natural disasters, for example), there can be no such sense of personal loss, and feelings of sorrow and pity can only really make sense if we believe that death does mean ultimate extinction.

Our beliefs about our own inevitable death must have an even greater effect upon our approach to life. Am I merely, as the materialist puts it, “four buckets of water and a bagful of salts”? If I believe that I am, what implications does that have for how I live my life? I may seek to avoid the prospect of my extinction by refusing to think or talk about it and become uncomfortable if the subject arises. I may become a hypochondriac, fearful of any possible signs of a lethal disease, or I may try to make arrangements to have my body frozen and preserved after death in the hope of being revived at some far-off future date. Alternatively, I may decide (consciously or subconsciously) that the only logical policy is to live in such a way as to maximize my own happiness and satisfaction, though how exactly I would set about achieving this is far from obvious and calls for considerable self-knowledge. (I may even find myself wondering how an accidental concoction of chemicals could manage to analyze itself!)

There are good reasons, then, why we should consider whether or not we believe there is some form of life after death. Many indeed have argued that this is the most important question that we can ask. Frederic Myers, for example, the eminent psychologist, poet, philosopher and psychical pioneer, whom we shall meet again later in this book, wrote at the beginning of his groundbreaking study Human Personality (1903): “The question for man most momentous of all is whether or not his personality involves any element which can survive bodily death. In this direction have always lain the greatest fears, the farthest-reaching hopes, which could either oppress or stimulate mortal minds.”

Similarly, Dr. Raynor Johnson, a physicist, psychologist and researcher into psychical and mystical experience, firmly declared: “I can think of no question to which a clear and unequivocal answer is more important for human beings than the one ‘Do the dead live?’ A widespread conviction of this truth, as distinct from faith, hope, or agnosticism about it, would do more in my opinion to raise standards of conduct, to check materialism, and to lighten the valley of the shadow than the answer to any other single question.” (1957)

The Cambridge philosopher, C.D. Broad, maintained that survival of death is “a necessary condition if the life of humanity is to be more than a rather second-rate farce.” (1953)

But even if we are prepared to grant the importance of the question, it does still remain a question. Do we survive death? Is there an afterlife? The variety of possible answers offered in our Introduction shows that it’s not at all obvious how we can set about tackling the question. One point that needs emphasizing at the outset is that it’s a mistake to think in terms of possible ‘proof’ here, if by ‘proof’ we mean 100% guaranteed certainty. In fact, that degree of certainty isn’t possible anywhere. I can’t be 100% certain that I’m sitting at my computer at this moment and not in the middle of a dream or experiencing a hallucination. There’s no certain proof that the sun will rise in the East and sink in the West tomorrow; some cataclysmic event may intervene and reverse the process. Unshakeable ‘proof’ doesn’t exist within experimental science, as there’s always the possibility of later experiments and findings overturning the provisional results of earlier ones. Even in Mathematics, the fundamental concepts and theories on which the whole of science and technology are based don’t rest upon unassailable ‘truths’ which have been ‘proved’. On a more practical level, verdicts are reached and accepted in criminal courts of law on the basis not of absolute ‘proof’, but of reasonable probability as presented by the evidence.

Of course, in our everyday lives we have to proceed on the assumption that many things can be relied upon to be true and have been ‘proved’ to be highly probable. Otherwise we would live in a state of permanent doubt and paralysis. It is 99.999% probable that many of the beliefs we take for granted (such as the sun rising in the East tomorrow) are true, but we should remember that we are always dealing with probabilities and not guaranteed proof.

So in considering the possibility of an afterlife, the fact that we can’t prove that there is life after death isn’t a valid reason to dismiss the idea; it’s equally impossible to prove that there is no life after death. What has to be done in order to reach a reasonable conclusion about this (and indeed about anything) is to look at all the available evidence, theories and arguments, and then to make an informed judgment about what seems to be most probable.

But we can’t do this all by ourselves. In all areas of life we have to rely on experts, authorities and specialists, who have studied the issues in much greater depth than we could hope to do. Even here we have to be cautious, for experts often disagree and no ‘authority’ should ever be accepted uncritically as having the last word on any subject, particularly on such a controversial one as a possible afterlife. Again we must think in terms of probable reliability, not infallibility, and ask what sort of qualifications and track record does the so-called expert have.

Relying provisionally in this way on experts and authorities is obviously the most reasonable and sensible approach in most areas of our everyday lives. Unless we have good reason for doing otherwise, we go to a doctor for medical help and a solicitor for legal advice, for example. Nowadays we also often use the Internet to get detailed technical information which previously we might have found in reference books, always remembering (if we’re sensible) that none of these sources is infallible.

But who are the experts on life after death? Who on earth knows about an afterlife? What credentials or track record can we possibly look for here? Or, to put the question a slightly different way, which subjects or areas of knowledge may be most relevant and most likely to provide the best evidence? Let’s start by looking at one obvious area, which has long been thought to offer the most authoritative evidence – religion.





Chapter 2

Can Religion Provide the Answers?

Traditionally, it has usually been thought that the place to look for answers is religion and that the experts on the afterlife are priests and theologians. We need to ask, then, whether religion should still be seen as the best (or even the only) source of reliable information on this subject. In what follows, the focus of our investigation will be mainly on Christianity, as that’s the religion that probably most readers of this book (and its author) are most familiar with, and also because it illustrates particularly clearly how a religion can influence attitudes towards a possible afterlife. It goes without saying, however, that Christianity is only one of many religions, and other religions will be referred to where appropriate later in this book.

For centuries Christianity has offered a clear example of a religion exercising a monopoly (or some would say a stranglehold) over beliefs about life after death. This has conferred enormous power upon churches and priests, who have claimed to have privileged knowledge of what happens after death and of the requirements and rituals needed to ensure ‘salvation’ and avoid ‘eternal damnation’. A notorious example of this exercise of power was the medieval sale of ‘indulgences’, offering so many days’ remission from time needed to be spent in the intermediate state of purgatory before entry into heaven; even in the 20th century the Catholic Church was able to specify exactly how many days’ remission could be granted by cardinals, bishops and archbishops. Today the Catholic Church still has a section on indulgences in its Catechism (1471), claiming that they can offer “remission from temporal punishment… through the action of the Church.” An interesting modern example here is the offer of this remission to Catholics who make the pilgrimage to the tomb of St. James in the Cathedral of Santiago, provided they collect the necessary stamps on the way and complete the last 100 kilometers on foot or horseback or the last 200 by bicycle. (I am grateful to Lesley Atkinson, who has followed the trail, for this information.)

The likelihood of death in battle has often increased the influence of religious authorities on beliefs about the afterlife. Before battles in medieval times, for example, soldiers would be ‘shriven’ by a priest to safeguard their souls if they were killed. More recently, in response to the slaughter of World War One, the Anglican Bishop of London (who will also feature in a later chapter) proclaimed: “Over every one who dies in this war with his face towards the foe, if he dies in Christ, will be said those words: ‘This is My beloved son, in whom I am well pleased.’” Other clergy similarly assured their congregations that the man who died for England, no matter what kind of life he had previously led, would stand “cleansed from the stain of sin, crowned and triumphant, looking unto Jesus in the unveiled splendor of Paradise.” (Kollar, 2000)

Such assurances would probably carry much less weight today. Religion, we are frequently told, is in a state of terminal decline, at least as far as Christianity in many Western countries is concerned. In the UK, for example, the numbers regularly attending most churches have been steadily dwindling for decades, as have the numbers of full-time clergy, who freely admit that they are struggling to ‘keep the show on the road’. One in four parishes now have fewer than ten regular worshippers and overall numbers have halved since the 1960s. As a result, churches are being closed and it has been proposed that many may soon have to open only at Christmas and Easter. The Church features in the news mainly as an institution preoccupied with such issues such as women bishops, gay marriage and accusations of child abuse. Religious programs on radio and TV in the UK are banished to less popular time-slots. The media tend to view religious believers as an eccentric and blinkered minority, while a formidable array of atheist intellectuals attack religion for the damage, division and bloodshed it has caused. What’s more, they tell us, it is completely incompatible with the modern ‘scientific world-view’. Religion portrays God as an ‘Old Man in the Sky’, whom we have to get on the right side of by prayer and worship to guarantee a place in an eternal Heaven and avoid an eternal Hell. This seems like childish nonsense, the argument goes, to all intelligent, rational people; we now live in a ‘post-religious age’.

Similarly, in North America a recent study from San Diego State University of 58,000 interviewees suggested that the number of atheists has almost doubled since 1984, and that the number of Americans praying to and believing in God is at an all-time low. A significant increase was also evident in those having ‘serious doubts’ about the existence of God and those considering themselves ‘not religious at all’, particularly among younger people. By contrast, however, there had also been a slight increase in those who considered themselves ‘spiritual’, thus highlighting the problem of how to define belief in God or some higher power.

Yet while an obvious decline in orthodox religious belief and practice is evident in much of the Christian Church in Western countries, this doesn’t necessarily tell us much about the overall standing or validity of ‘religion’ as such. A recent comprehensive survey of over 230 countries by the Pew Research Center found that more than 84% of the world population identified with or were affiliated to a religious group, though again much depends on definition here. Christianity, the largest religious grouping according to this survey with 32% of the world population, is not, of course, the only form that religion can take, and even within the Christian religion there is enormous variety and diversity.

Nevertheless, traditional Christian beliefs and concepts do appear to have undeniably lost their appeal for many living in so-called ‘secular’ societies, who feel that they have outgrown their belief in Christianity and religion generally, just as they have given up believing in Father Christmas. Many children in the past, though, grew up with a much less benevolent idea of God than they had of Santa Claus. Karen Armstrong, theologian and former nun, in her monumental book, A History of God (1993), speaks of the liberating effect of getting rid of her childhood ‘God’: “It is wonderful not to have to cower before a vengeful deity, who threatens us with eternal damnation if we do not abide by his rules.” The influential theologian and monk, Harry Williams, has written in a similar vein (1982) about how he suffered a nervous breakdown as a result of his view of God as an idol, whose back you had to scratch to keep him in a good mood.

The language in which the traditional creeds and doctrines of Christianity have been expressed, and are still expressed, doesn’t resonate with (or even seem credible to) many who hold a modern world-view. Can we really believe that Man in the beginning ‘fell’ into a state of sin and could only be ‘redeemed’ from this by a God sacrificing his ‘Son’ in the form of Jesus, whom we must see as ‘the Way, the Truth and the Life’ if we are to be ‘saved’? Can we accept that this Son, born of a virgin and attended by angels, “for our salvation came down and was made man, suffered, rose again on the third day, ascended into the heavens and will come to judge the living and the dead”, as the Nicaean Creed states? Does the convoluted language used to define the ‘Trinity’, developed centuries after the birth of Christianity, make any sense today?

This decline in the traditional, orthodox beliefs and concepts of Christianity highlights the problems that can be caused when we try to define ‘religion’ in terms of specific doctrines and propositions which ‘believers’ have to give their assent to. These doctrines emerge from and become identified with a particular institutional ‘religion’; ‘being religious’ thus comes to be understood as belonging to such an institution, accepting its doctrines and participating in its practices of worship and ritual. It follows that if you don’t belong, accept and participate in this way, you’re ‘not religious’, according to this definition.

This isn’t the only way that religion can be defined, however. Much ink has been spilt over attempted definitions, and this isn’t the place to add too much more to it. Some specialists have even denied that a satisfactory definition is possible; but the most general feature of religion that most would probably agree on is that it typically refers to the acceptance of a nonmaterial dimension, involving a belief in a divine or superhuman power (or ‘God’). Even this raises big questions about the meaning of ‘nonmaterial’ and ‘divine’ and the many ways in which ‘God’ can be interpreted.

To avoid sinking further into this linguistic mire, we can find some illumination in an important distinction that was drawn over 100 years ago by the philosopher and psychologist, William James, in his classic study, The Varieties of Religious Experience (1960), a distinction between what he called institutional and personal religion. His bold approach in the book is to “ignore the institutional branch entirely, to say nothing of the ecclesiastical organization, to consider as little as possible the systematic theology and the ideas about the gods themselves, and to confine myself as far as I can to personal religion pure and simple.” Whether or not “personal religion” can ever be called “pure and simple”, James’ distinction is a refreshing antidote to the popular image of religion, outlined above, which often assumes that a person’s religion is wholly a matter of his or her attachment to an established religious institution. To place personal religious experience rather than membership of an institution at the heart of religion makes good sense when we realize that it was the personal visionary experiences of such figures as Jesus and Muhammad that preceded and finally resulted in the institutions which their followers created. We need to remember that Jesus was not a ‘Christian’, Buddha was not a ‘Buddhist’ and Muhammad was not a follower of Islam. All the major religious traditions and systems are the creations of those who followed and tried to institutionalize the original vision.

We shall return later to this distinction between personal and institutional religion and the importance of personal experience, but we first need to ask how the decline in traditional beliefs has affected attitudes towards a possible afterlife. Despite James’ strategy of “ignoring the institutional branch entirely”, the fact remains that most people today still assume that ‘being religious’ means belonging to a religious institution and subscribing to its doctrines. A related assumption is that believing in an afterlife depends on ‘being religious’ in this sense. The first example in our Introduction of a typical response to the question, “Do you believe in life after death?” was, “No, I’m not religious.”

We might expect, then, that the decline in traditional Christian beliefs would be associated with a similar decline in afterlife beliefs. Surprisingly, however, the American research referred to above suggests that while orthodox religious beliefs and practices are on the wane, belief in an afterlife has increased, with almost 80% of those interviewed accepting the idea of life after death. This supports earlier research reported by the Institute of Education in London in 2012, which found that only 31% of those surveyed had a definite belief in God, while 49% believed that there was definitely or probably life after death.

These fascinating results suggest that the relationship between religious and afterlife beliefs is much more complex than we might suppose. Much will depend on which religious beliefs one accepts or rejects and what conception of an afterlife one holds. In particular, a rejection of some traditional afterlife beliefs may have contributed to the more general religious decline. The images of Heaven and Hell, for example, which have been prominent features of Christianity for most of its history, have fallen into disfavor. The theologian and former priest, Tom Harpur (1996), for example, has ridiculed the traditional view of heaven “with gates of gold and all that milk and honey… (and) endless choral efforts punctuated by the occasional sermon”; he also attributes the image of Hell as a fiery, eternal punishment to the Church’s desire for control, noting that it has “caused an incalculable amount of suffering and harm here and now for millions of people.” Harpur argues, as a Christian and Biblical scholar, that this concept of Hell does not represent the teaching of Jesus or of St. Paul.

The philosopher and theologian, John Hick (1985), similarly describes how the later account of Hell presented by Augustine in the fifth century “of bodies burning for ever and continuously suffering the intense pain of third-degree burns without either being consumed or losing consciousness is scientifically fantastic as it is morally revolting.” It’s difficult, in fact, to understand how anyone could reconcile the familiar Christian image of God as a loving father or a caring shepherd with one of a sadistic monster; loving fathers don’t normally subject their erring children to endless torture, nor do caring shepherds inflict such treatment on straying sheep.
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