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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT




  MYTHS OF THE AFTERLIFE




  Excellent! Annamaria Hemingway illustrates how the wisdom from ancient myths of many world cultures and religious traditions carried down through the ages offers us a sacred opportunity to unravel the mystery of life and death. This book offers a priceless understanding of why we are all immortal beings.




  Josie Varga, Author of Visits From Heaven and Visits to Heaven




  Both ancient and shamanic cultures understood that to live fully we must be initiated into the mystery of death. In Myths of the Afterlife : Images of an Eternal Reality, Annamaria Hemingway guides us through many of the world's sacred documents that relate the experience of this basic mystery: death is not an end but an opening into another dimension of life. Equally important are Hemingway’s accounts of the rediscovery of this truth in our own time through deathbed visions, near-death experiences, and our increasing awareness of the reality of mystic consciousness. This informative study will inspire readers to explore their own assumptions about the meaning of death-and life.




  Betty J. Kovaks, Ph.D., Author of The Miracle of Death




  From birth, we are accompanied by both Thanatos and Eros, and we long to reconcile the meaning of life and death. Mythology is one method to awaken our consciousness of another world, in order to give meaning to our existence. In this excellent work, Annamaria Hemingway takes us on a tour de force through the history and meaning of the mythology of an afterlife, and she demonstrates how through myth, we can begin to understand the mystery of life and death. This is a fascinating book and I highly recommend it to any student of consciousness and those interested in what follows after death of the physical body.




  Dr. John L. Turner, Author of Medicine, Miracles and Manifestations
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  Die happily and look forward to taking up a new and better form. Like the sun, only when you set in the west can you rise in the east




  Jelaluddin Rumi




  For my father, John




  Chapter One




  Myth: Fact or Fiction?




  The term mythology refers to a body or collection of myths from any given tradition and derives from the Greek muthos, meaning tale or story, and logos, which is translated to mean speech. For many people, myths conjure up vague recollections of fanciful stories or epic tales and legends that are often associated with the fantasies of childhood fairy tales or the supernatural adventures of heroes, like Jason and the Argonauts or Odysseus, which originated in early Greek civilization. However, at a deeper level, many of these ancient stories preserve a history of how human beings have struggled to come to terms with death.




  Although the most widely recognized mythologies tend to be those of the Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians, all world cultures have an important mythological heritage, such as that of the Mesopotamian, the Norse of ancient Scandinavia, the Celt of early western and central Europe, the Indian or Vedic, and that of the Christian-Judaeo tradition. While there is no specific universal myth, studies in mythology have uncovered how widespread are the many symbols and motifs that recur throughout various societies and eras. Many cultures include creation myths that tell of how the world came into being; these range from illustrating how supreme deities fashioned the Earth out of abstract chaos and myths that tell of recurring destruction and creation that are allegories to seasonal death and rebirth. The notion of a “golden age” from which the human being fell from grace is another common theme in the Christian-Judaeo tradition. The motif of the “flood” is also universal and plays a key role in myths that tell of the annihilation and recreation of the world, or a particular society. Nature myths also describe the origins of the elements and the gods who governed them. They demonstrate how ancient cultures discovered and revered a sacred power and “magic” in the natural world around them and how they believed that death related to the cycles of the sun, the moon, and the tides. The relationship between the living and the dead is a common characteristic in the mythologies of many world religions.




  Creation myths narrate a time of “beginnings” when, through the power of supernatural beings, a certain kind of reality was born. These stories were retold to describe a sacred history and revealed a secret esoteric knowledge: and through accompanying rituals, early people had genuine religious experiences in which the supernatural origins of human beings were made known, and so life assumed a far deeper sense of purpose and meaning.




  Myths have often been interpreted by historians to mean false or made up stories or fables. For archaic societies, however, these narratives were valued as true accounts and were precious, because their contents were deemed to be not only sacred and significant, but also exemplary. In these early civilizations, myths had a very definite function. With the lack of any scientific knowledge of the workings of the universe and the projection of unconscious contents onto the outer world, complicated pantheons of gods, including the Hellenic and Egyptian deities, were created in order to establish a sense of unity with the rhythms of the natural world and provide a sacred container for understanding the mystery of life and death. These revered stories were closely linked to religious beliefs and frequently endorsed by rulers and priests. For the particular culture in which certain myths evolved, they were regarded as true narratives from a distant past—a primordial age when the world was still evolving. Myths provided a means to explain how the world had come into being and how various customs and taboos had been established.




  Many diverse societies from those of the Mediterranean to the Near East, Asia, and India, all include mythologies that were first passed on in an oral format and later enriched and preserved in the written word by writers and poets. The Homeric Hymns comprise of a work of epic poetry that records the long span of the development of Greek mythology. The Hymns are credited to the Greek writer and poet, Homer, but they continued to be revised over hundreds of years. One of the oldest of these compositions is the Hymn to Demeter, composed around 650 BCE that recounts the myth of Demeter and Persephone. Another early Greek poet, Hesiod, authored the epic poem Theogony that told of the mythical origins of the world and the gods. Anonymous bards also preserved the rich heritage of the Hindu tradition and mythology in the epic Sanskrit poem known as the Mahabharata, which was composed between 200 BC and AD 200 and is the longest poem recorded in world literature. These poetic epics all contained the history of figures, places, or events from the distant past and illustrated how early societies constructed their sense of time and history.




  Mythology provided the foundation for many literary works from the time of Aeschylus, the early playwright, who was hailed to have been the father of Greek tragedy. He believed that his dramatic works were inspired by a vision of the god, Dionysos, and his plays are among the oldest surviving in Western literature. In more recent times, ancient myths have continued to provide a source of inspiration for many poets, including Milton, Shelley, and Keats. Writers and poets, such as James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, and T. S. Eliot, also imagined new myths using the old sources and implementing more modern symbolism.




  Myths also offered guidance through establishing models for human behavior and they provided an assurance that whatever challenges people faced, these difficulties had already been met and overcome by the heroes of mythological adventures. The characters from myths were considered to be divine beings and so were worthy role models that served to expand the human being’s creative imagination to limitless possibilities. Myths opened a portal of communication between the profane and the sacred, an open dialogue with divine deities and mythical ancestors, and their transcendent values. They provided living and tangible examples through the poetic, yet powerful language of analogies and symbolism that often related to the natural world.




  For example, through contemplating the continual symbolic lunar phases, the ancient Sumerians likened their own destinies and possibilities for survival to the cycles of nature. Through the world of the mythic imagination, human beings were given the opportunity to transcend the barriers of everyday consciousness and reenter mythical time that never changed, which enabled a return to sacred origins and experiencing the divine. Although myths did not guarantee moral behavior, they did provide a sacrosanct history and provided exemplary codes of conduct, which played a huge role in the evolution of consciousness. Mircea Eliade, who extensively researched the understanding and purpose of myth and ritual, writes:




  Myths are the most general and effective means of awakening and maintaining consciousness of another world, a beyond, whether it be the divine world or the world of the Ancestors. This “other world” represents a superhuman, “transcendent” plane, the plane of absolute realities. It is the experience of the sacred—that is, an encounter with a transhuman reality—which gives birth to the idea that something really exists, that hence there are absolute values capable of guiding man and giving meaning to human existence.




  (Myth and Reality 139)




  Although it is impossible to strictly define myths, certain core components describe how they attempt to convey spiritual values. William G. Doty refers to the topics that frequently appear in such a debate in, Mythography: The Study of Myths and Rituals, which include: “subject matter having to do with the gods, an ‘other world’ making universals concrete or intelligible, explicating beliefs, collective experiences, or values, ‘spiritual’ or ‘psychic’ expression” (29).




  In early cultures, the retelling of myths took place in sacred primordial time and they were communicated by priests or elders. These stories told of the beginnings of life and the world, but they also explained how mythical events resulted in the origins of death and so provided an explanation of why we are mortal.




  Myths of death also conveyed the possibility for resurrection and renewal in the belief of a return to the primordial and divine source in a spiritual rebirth and new form of existence. Death is often referred to as “sleep” or eternal “rest.” In Greek mythology, sleep and death were inextricably linked through the twin brothers, Hypnos and Thanatos. For the ancient Greeks and Gnostics, there existed the concept that human beings slept through life in a state of forgetfulness and ignorance to their true nature, which resulted in “death.” An awakening constituted of a remembrance of the true identity of the soul and its otherworldly origins. The myth of the Mesopotamian hero, Gilgamesh, illustrates how deprivation of sleep was an initiatory practice in order to gain immortality. Gilgamesh fails to stay awake for the allotted seven days and six nights and fails in his quest. In this story, and in many similar myths, lies the imagining that death can be overcome by “waking up” to be fully present in the spiritual dimension.




  Studies into the origins and definitions of myth have taken place throughout the eras. Early Greek philosophers and scholars explained myths as being allegorical and they believed that the deeper spiritual and moral meaning of these stories could be discovered in poetic images. Some viewed myths as a reconciling force between the human being and nature. Myths formed the foundation and heart of ancient Greek civilization. The early writer and mythographer, Euhemerus, compiled the body of Greek myths during the fourth-century BCE and believed them to be based on actual historical events that were then expanded and elaborated through the retelling of the stories. He suggested that the gods came into being from legends about human beings. Plato considered myths to originate from the art of language, which included that of the poets. Although he believed the poets should be closely monitored by the state, he too used a mythical mode of expression when his discourses that were based on logic and reason required emotional amplification. Varro (116-27 BCE) was a Roman scholar and writer, who established a mythical theology and viewed the poets that preserved a mythological history, as presenting an approach to the divine.




  During the seventeenth-century, Giambattista Vico (1668-1744), who was an Italian philosopher and historian, suggested that myths originated from primordial thought patterns. He believed that mythology, language, and cultural traditions provided tools for investigating history. His work was largely ignored, but was rediscovered and highly regarded by later theorists. During the latter part of the nineteenth-century, academic research into myths was undertaken by scholars including Sir James Frazer, Sir Edward Burnett Tylor, and Andrew Lang, who mainly viewed mythology as representing an archaic and outdated mode of thought that was superseded by modern science. However, twentieth-century theorists rejected the notion that there was an opposition between myths and science. Sigmund Freud had a great fascination for mythology and thought mythic motifs arose from the same source of those in dreams. He was particularly drawn to the archetypal symbolism of the myth of Oedipus, from which he formulated his famous theory of the Oedipus complex that centered on unconscious impulses and emotions stemming from early relationships a child had with its parents. He was also influenced by the myth of Amor and Psyche. Perhaps this was because Psyche descended to the underworld and crossed the barriers of consciousness, a journey which Freud attempted psychologically that resulted in transformation.




  Carl Gustav Jung was fascinated by the parallels found in the fantasies of his patients with severe psychotic disorders at the Burgholzil Hospital in Zurich and how they related to mythic patterns. In his private practice, Jung began to analyze his patient’s dreams, which also presented images that corresponded to those found in ancient myths. As a result, he suggested the existence of a “collective” unconscious that contained primordial patterns of human behavior and experience. To begin with, Jung described the tendencies to form images from these recurring patterns as being primordial images, but he later named them as archetypes that brought into consciousness an unknown psychic existence that emerged from a distant past. These archetypal energies, according to Jung, contained the inherited experiences of humanity, which could be actualized and take “form” and thus be perceived as living realities in conscious awareness. These universal archetypes expressed themselves in the similarities between the myths of different cultures.
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