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THE EVERYTHING® GUIDE TO EVIDENCE OF THE AFTERLIFE

Dear Reader,

For over a decade, we have been investigating the possibility of an afterlife. We went into it with open minds, but wanted some concrete answers to how it could be true. Both of us are analytical thinkers, and used this ability to question and discuss the possibilities of connecting to the other side — if it was truly possible at all.

Through many hard hours of examination and development of our mediumship we realized that something extraordinary was happening. Time after time, information was being received that we would have had no access to; even some of the people receiving the readings had no idea of the information coming through, only to verify it later through a relative or friend. The fact that both of us have witnessed paranormal phenomena in the past and wanted an answer to its cause made us natural collaborators for this book.

This book will open your mind to the very possibility of scientific evidence of an afterlife. It will make you think, make you wonder, and hopefully make you understand that such a realm is not only possible — but in fact exists.
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything®
 book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything®
 books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®
!
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Answers to common questions
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        This book is dedicated to the researchers, the mediums, and free thinkers who did not care about what society might say but persevered to search for the truth no matter the consequences.
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      The Top 10 Tips to Finding Answers about the Afterlife

      1. Keep an open mind; there are new discoveries every day.

      2. Don't be afraid to know the truth, it could enhance your life.

      3. Science and religion can work together.

      4. The old skeptical excuses will not work with new evidence.

      5. There is only true proof in the science of mathematics; the rest is subject to change.

      6. Look at evidence from different sources in different fields of research.

      7. Nothing is impossible when you look at the possibilities.

      8. Record your dreams; you may have a look into another realm.

      9. Trust your gut instincts; they are there for a reason.

      10. Healings can take place on many different levels.

    

  




Introduction

THE QUESTION OF AN afterlife has been asked for thousands of years and might even be the most thought about concept known to man. Man has always been on the quest to understand what happens when humans die, and understand the causes of paranormal phenomena that have been witnessed for thousands of years.

Within the realms of religion and regional cultures, perceptions of an afterlife were developed and handed down through the ages. Some of these beliefs still exist today. But there have always been free thinkers wanting to know more — some were put to death for their theories, while others wrote in secret of their personal beliefs in the afterlife.

Mediums were at times held in high esteem; at other times in history they were put to death for their gifts. Today, once more, they are assisting with research and intermingling with scientists and theologians. Their gifts have helped solve crimes and have educated people on how to receive signs from their deceased loved ones. In this guide you'll learn how personalities and traits come with you when the time comes to cross over. Most importantly, you'll learn that you are never alone.

Clinical death — when the heart, brain, and lungs cease to function — was until now considered the point where the consciousness and mind cease to function, too. Doctors have staunchly held that the brain and the mind are one and the same. But recent studies have shown that this belief may be a fallacy.

With the development of modern scientific technology, researchers have opened the door to new possibilities of the existence of another realm beyond the physical plane that is seen by the world today. The study of consciousness has shown the possibility of the continuing of life after death. Have you ever had déjà vu, like having experienced a specific moment before in time? Do you feel at times like you have a sixth sense? Do you have vivid dreams with visiting deceased relatives? These are questions dealing with consciousness and how your mind might be able to separate from the physical body.

Quantum physics and string theory have revolutionized ideas about what everything is made of, including man himself. The possibility of multiple dimensions interacting with this one is no longer science fiction but on the verge of becoming reality.

From the everyday events surrounding the witnessing of paranormal phenomena such as ghosts, near-death experiences, and deathbed visits, you will learn how today, more than ever before, people are talking openly about these happenings in their daily lives.

This evidence does not have to eliminate your current belief system. It can coexist with the faith or cultural beliefs you have followed throughout your life. Judge the evidence with an open mind, accept what you can, and contemplate the rest.


The Everything® Guide to Evidence of the Afterlife will bring you up-to-date scientific studies, theories, and evidence of the afterlife. You will be asked to open your minds to the possibilities like you have never been asked before. As the evidence is presented, ask yourself the question that French philosopher and Jesuit priest Pierre Teilhard de Chardin asked almost a century ago: Are you a human being having a spiritual experience, or a spiritual being having a human experience?




    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1
        
      

      
      Afterlife Beliefs in Ancient and Modern Cultures

      Cultural beliefs in the afterlife have had a great influence on organized religions. Many afterlife theories and concepts have transcended regional cultures and became the foundations of modern religious belief systems. From the earliest days of the ancient Greek and Chinese cultures, you will find many similarities to modern-day thought concerning the afterlife.

      
Have We Always Believed in an Afterlife?

      From thousand-year-old cave paintings to modern-day texts, man has always found the idea of an afterlife not only interesting but also something that is a part of him. The biological makeup of the human species has not changed from the beginning of time. Therefore, the process of conscientiousness is the same as it was for our earliest ancestors. The human species has a self-realization, meaning there is awareness in the eventual death of the physical body.

      Some of the modern-day phenomena, such as near-death experiences and deathbed visitations, also took place thousands of years ago. This led individuals to question if there is more to their existence than what they can observe. Out-of-body experiences, ghosts, and voices of dead relatives could have influenced early communities to believe in an afterlife.

      In ancient cultures, myths based on folklore may have been used to explain the afterlife. These myths morphed into more organized structures as populations increased and moved throughout the world. All the great civilizations of the past have had some belief in an afterlife. They have varied in their specifics, but all have some type of explanation as to what happens after the physical body dies.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        Afterlife-based belief systems have been the root of invasions, creations of great works of art, and the persecution of individuals and societies who wish to practice their own ideas concerning life and their eventual death.

      

      Many of the belief systems seem to come from one another, with similar descriptions of heaven and hell in the West and reincarnation in the East. Some groups do not associate with an organized religion but consider themselves to be spiritual, to be connected to an outside source, and therefore connected to their own god.

      Modern-day humans might try to relate their own mortality to their religious or cultural upbringing, but their awareness of their ultimate fate could cause them to question the true meaning of life.

      Are We Hard-Wired?

      Some believe we are hard-wired to believe in an afterlife — that it is built into our brain from the time of our birth. Neuroscientist Rhawn Joseph of Santa Clara, California, believes there is a neurological explanation for spiritual experiences and God. Humans experience God primarily through the amygdala, a part of the brain responsible for processing and memory of emotional reactions. He states, “These tissues, which become highly activated when we dream, when we pray … enable us to experience those realms of reality normally filtered from consciousness, including the reality of God, the spirit, the soul, and life after death.” Others believe that if this is true, humans could use this part of the brain as a doorway to connect to the otherworld.

      Often, modern-day reason is used to discredit the possibility of an afterlife. However, science has begun to open the doors to the possibilities of evidential proof of the existence of an afterlife through quantum physics and string theory, which will be discussed later in this book.

      
Egyptian Mythology

      Ancient Egyptian culture has captivated our imaginations for centuries. This fascinating civilization left behind a legacy of mythological beliefs and fantastic, mysterious monuments, of which the pyramids are perhaps the most famous. The pyramids were built to house the bodies of deceased pharaohs, along with their families, servants, animals, and their worldly possessions. The Egyptians believed in an eternal afterlife, complete with possession of their earthly riches.
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        Egyptologists agree that the ancient Egyptians were preoccupied with death and lived their lives in preparation for the afterlife. It is not surprising then that most of what we know about them comes from archaeological evidence uncovered in tombs.

      

      In their overwhelming desire to secure a perpetual place in the afterlife, much time, effort, and thought was put toward preparing for death. The ancient Egyptians endured life as a means to secure a place in their ultimate destination, which they would enjoy side by side with the gods. They believed in a hierarchy of gods and goddesses, each of whom had a specific job and purpose. Egyptian priests told of the bliss and rewards in the Egyptian afterlife, and every Egyptian aspired to this perfect existence.

      Preservation of the Body and Soul

      One of the most important aspects of their belief system was the idea that if the soul were to live on in the afterlife, a person's body and identity must be preserved in this one. The body had to remain relatively intact, and offerings of food and drink were required to be made regularly.

      The ancient Egyptians assured their place in the afterlife by:

      
        	
          Mummification: Preserving and embalming the body and the internal organs separately

        

        	
          Protecting the body: The body would be entombed and therefore safe from harm

        

        	
          Nourishment: The deceased would receive regular offerings of food and drink, or illustrations of them in the tomb if no one was available to provide it

        

      

      Inscriptions and illustrations describing the occupant's life were made on the tomb, along with adaptations of the myth of the soul's journey through the underworld. As well, figures known as shabtis were drawn to function as servants to the deceased. Inside the tomb there were various inscriptions, usually spells from the Egyptian Book of the Dead, various amulets of a protective nature, a decorated coffin, and sometimes a stone or wooden sarcophagus, inside which the mummy was placed for added safety.
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        Many underground tombs were well stocked with everyday items as well. A ruler like King Tut might need a dazzling golden mask in the next world, but according to Salima Ikram, professor of Egyptology at the American University in Cairo, Egypt, “Many tombs have included furniture, clothes, even underwear, jewelry and other smaller household items.”

      

      The ancient Egyptians believed that the soul was perishable and at great risk. The tomb, the process of mummification, rituals, and magic spells ensured the preservation of the soul.

      The Steps to Eternal Life

      Ancient Egyptian culture tells us the final journey to the underworld was a perilous one. Many tests and judgments had to be passed before eternal life was reached. There was no second chance at eternal life — if one failed the tests, he was consumed and ceased to exist. The ultimate goal was to reach the perfect blissful place that was an exact replica of Egypt in life. This place was called the Field of Rushes. An ancient Egyptian's status in the afterlife was dictated by his earthly means.

      After death the soul would pass through four milestones:

      
        	
          The journey through the underworld

        

        	
          Reaching the Final Hall of Judgment and being held accountable by forty-two divine judges

        

        	
          The weighing of the heart

        

        	
          Either being allowed entrance to the afterlife in the Field of Rushes or devoured and cast into darkness

        

      

      After undertaking the perilous journey through the underworld, contending with strange creatures, gods, and gatekeepers, the deceased would face his day of judgment at the Hall of Two Truths. Anubis, the god of the dead, would lead the soul through the underworld to the Hall of Two Truths, where the deceased would stand in front of the forty-two judges and gods.

      The soul had to answer many questions, and if one stumbled, he could recite a spell from the Book of the Dead from an amulet that had been placed around his neck upon his earthly death. Once the soul passed this test, part of which was merely knowing what to say, he was then led to a set of scales where the heart, containing the deeds of his lifetime, was weighed against the feather of truth, a divine feather belonging to the goddess Ma'at. During burial, Egyptians removed the internal organs of the deceased and placed them in Canopic jars, so the separation of the heart to be weighed was already performed.

      If the heart was found to be heavier than the feather, the soul was fed to the god Ammut, the “Devourer,” and the atman (the soul) was cast forever into oblivion. However, if the scales were balanced, the deceased had passed the final test and was given over to the god Osiris, the god of the underworld and chief judge, who welcomed them into the afterlife, to the Field of Rushes.

      The Field of Rushes

      In this beautiful world the real life of the deceased was mirrored, but with none of his earthly problems — there was only happiness. The afterlife was seen as a perfect existence in an ideal version of Egypt. There were fields, crops, and an abundance of food, and a celestial version of the Nile River.

      In this untainted land, the deceased met with his ancestors and loved ones who had gone before him. He continued working in the role he had undertaken in life. There was no hardship, only perpetual joy. There were no natural disasters and the crops grew bigger and higher than those found on the mortal plane. His leisure activities were replicated, as were all the pursuits of his mortal existence.

      It is hard for us to comprehend today, but the highlight of an ancient Egyptian's life was ultimately his death and burial, which was a status symbol, followed by his longed-for journey into the afterlife.

      
Ancient Chinese Afterlife Beliefs

      “What happens after a person dies?” is a common question that has been answered by different religions in different ways. The ancient Chinese had a unique perspective on the afterlife, which underwent a great change with the rise of Buddhism in China. The Chinese Taoists were greatly concerned with life after death and survival of an individual's soul even after his physical demise.

      The Concept of the Soul

      Chinese metaphysics is based on the polarity of negative and positive, the yin and yang, the two basic principles of the universe. Their philosophy teaches that each human being is an amalgamation of two souls, the yin and yang. These are together during the lifetime of an individual, but at the time of death, the two souls separate and go in different directions. This is exactly in harmony with the cosmos, which was also created after the integration of light and dark, the yin and yang elements.

      Cary Baynes, a Jungian writer, summarized this concept in the following way: “In the bodily existence of an individual are two polarities, a p'o soul and a hun soul. During the life of the individual these two souls are in conflict with one another, each striving to gain supremacy over the other. Upon death, they separate and go different ways, while the p'o sinks to earth as kuei or ghost, the hun rises and becomes shen, a spirit or god.”

      Kuei and shen represent the two extremes, the lower, dark, and evil element, and the higher, spiritual element. The ancient Chinese idea of the soul was dualistic. The p'o was an earth soul that came into existence at the time of conception, while hun was made of chi, the life force, and came into existence at the time of birth. Each soul had its own afterlife; while hun went to heaven or a special underworld, the p'o went to the darker realms of the cosmos.
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        At the main entrance of many Taoist temples is an elaborately colored container. It is for joss sticks (incense sticks), which are placed there to be lit. The rising incense symbolizes prayers offered to heaven. On either side of the container will be carved dragons; similarly, there will be dragons on the roof of the temple. These symbolize strength, energy, and life force.

      

      The ancient Chinese beliefs of the afterlife are largely a combination of Taoism and Buddhism. They believed that when a person died, messengers carried his soul to Cheng Huang, the God of Walls and Moats. Here the deeds and actions of the individual were judged, and those who were found virtuous were sent directly to paradise, a place inhabited by Taoist immortals. But those who led evil lives descended to hell to serve a fixed period of punishment. After the duration of punishment was over, the soul was given the Elixir of Oblivion and was prepared for rebirth.

      Ancestor Worship

      The ancient Chinese believed everything that exists flows out of Tao, and humans are a small component of Tao. The concept of dual souls is unique — the lower and dark soul perishes away with death but the good and pious soul is immortal and an object of ancestor worship.

      Most Chinese believe that the soul of the deceased must be kept happy by offerings and worship. It is also believed that unhappy souls, those who weren't buried in the right way, or for whom no rituals have been performed, turn into ghosts and can attack human beings to receive their due. This is one reason why elaborate ancestor worship rituals are carried out, as a significant way to please the soul of the deceased.

      The ancestor worship cult is an important part of the Chinese afterlife beliefs and is based on the premise that the living need to sustain the spirits of their ancestors and protect their graves.

      Chinese Notions about Heaven and Hell

      The concept of heaven as the dwelling place of gods is a very old Chinese notion. According to the Shang Chinese dynasty beliefs, heaven was also the place where the hun (the good soul) would go. However, only the powerful hun, those of earthy kings, could enter heaven; the rest would be given a place lower to heaven, or would be reincarnated with a longer life span.

      The Chinese notion of the underworld of the Yellow Springs could be conceived of as hell. It was the destination of the evil souls, or p'o. Yellow Springs was a miserable place where the souls were punished for their bad deeds and were kept under the bondage of the Queen of Earth.

      Confucius, the great Chinese thinker and philosopher, summarized these beliefs of life, death, and the afterlife. He stated: “Death and Life have their determined appointments; riches and honors depend upon Heaven.”

      
Death, Burial, and the Afterlife in Greece and Rome

      Death in many cultures is not seen as an end, but a beginning of a new life in the otherworld. Elaborate rituals and special burial ceremonies are conducted to bid goodbye to the deceased. As Socrates remarked, “Look death in the face with joyful hope, and consider this a lasting truth: the righteous man has nothing to fear, neither in life, nor in death, and the gods will not forsake him.” The ancient cultures of Greece and Rome are the most popular for their elaborate death and burial rituals, and their fascination with life after death.

      Death and Burial in Greek Culture

      The Greeks believed that when a person dies, his spirit or psyche leaves the physical body in the form of a little breath or puff of air. The deceased was then prepared for burial according to Greek customs. The dead body was washed, anointed with oil, and dressed for the rituals. Relatives, primarily women, conducted the burial ceremonies, which can be divided into three main parts:

      
        	
          The prosthesis: This refers to the laying out and display of the body, so relatives, friends, and acquaintances could come and pay their respects to the deceased.

        

        	
          The ekphora: Ekphora is the funeral procession, where the deceased was brought to the cemetery for burial. Ekphora usually took place just before dawn, and it involved building the funeral pyre (if the dead body was to be burned) or filling up the grave with objects of daily use. More elaborate objects such as monumental earth mounds, specially built tombs, and marble statues were erected around the grave, to ensure that the deceased would not be forgotten.

        

        	
          The interment: The remains of the body, or ashes, if cremated, were placed inside the tomb specially built for the deceased. The tomb could be a family plot (peribolos), a communal grave (polyandreion), or a monumental tomb for the elite. Immortality lay in the continued remembrance of the deceased person by his family members.
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        The burial ceremonies in the ancient Greek culture were a representation of the social and financial status of the deceased, as the tombs of wealthy men were built in an extravagant manner. Jewels and extravagant objects were considered essential grave offerings.

      

      The Greeks believed those who were not buried or cremated in the appropriate manner would be destined to suffer between the two worlds and would not be given an entry into the underworld, the land of the dead, until these rites were completed.

      Death and Burial in the Roman Culture

      Romans could either bury or burn their dead, and depending upon the personal customs, people would choose one ritual over the other. Roman treatment of the deceased in terms of the cremation rituals perpetuated their life status.

      
        Burial
      

      The Romans believed the soul of a deceased person could only find peace when the physical body was buried in a proper manner and all ceremonies were conducted appropriately. If this was not done, the soul would haunt its home and other family members. It was the solemn religious duty of the living to perform solemn religious rituals for the dead.

      
        Cremation
      

      For those who preferred cremation over burial, there were strict religious rites to be performed. Also, the interment of the body, either the bones or ashes, had to be duly buried in the earth in order to bring happiness and peace to the soul of the deceased person. However, children less than forty days old and slaves were to be buried.

      Ancient Greek and Roman Beliefs of the Afterlife

      One way that human beings have come to terms with the tragedy of death is by their belief in the afterlife. In Greece, it was believed that all souls, whether good or bad, go to the underworld realm of Hades, the land of the dead. Tartaros was an area below Hades, where disobedient and evil spirits were punished. Elysium was a beautiful and tranquil place, inhabited by good spirits. When the concept of reward and punishment was introduced in the postclassical period, Tartaros became hell and Elysium became heaven.

      When the hour of death arrives, red-robed deities come to take the spirit of the deceased to the land of the dead. To reach the land of the dead they must cross Acheron, one of the five underground rivers. Charon, the ferryman, takes the spirits of the dead to the other end of the river. Charon demands a small coin (obol) for this service; this is the reason why the dead are buried with a coin in their mouth.

      After crossing Acheron, the soul of the deceased would be judged by Hades and all the sons of Zeus. The deceased would be assigned an eternal home depending on the deeds and the kind of life lived by the person:

      
        	
          For ordinary souls: Neutral regions of Hades, a dull and drab place

        

        	
          For evil souls (those who committed many crimes): Tartaros or hell

        

        	
          For pure and blessed souls: Elysian Fields or heaven

        

      

      All the burial rituals and beliefs of the Greeks point to the fact that they were fascinated by the concept of the afterlife. Through the brutal beliefs related to hell and the beautiful comforting thoughts of heaven, the Greeks wanted to lead their people on a path of righteousness.

      
        The Roman Perspective
      

      For Romans, much of their beliefs in the afterlife and burial ceremonies had an influence from Greek culture and viewpoints. Ancient Romans viewed life and death in a completely unique and different way. Life was viewed as a prison for the soul who had to serve the world, cultivate physical and spiritual qualities, and perform good deeds in order to be freed from the clutches of a physical body and find its eternal place in the heavens.
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        Depending on the deeds performed in the mortal world, the soul would be assigned an afterlife in hell or heaven. The ancient Romans believed hell was a location where those who commit serious sins would be punished. The punishment was in the form of fire, and endless pain and suffering.

      

      The mortal world was perceived as the center of the universe, and the physical body as the outer representation of the spirit. Romans believed all men to be gods, immortal beings who control their own bodies while being completely aware of the afterlife that awaited them beyond this world.

      Just like the Greeks, the Romans believed that the soul of the deceased person was carried to the other end of the world by crossing the river Styx.

      They believed that three judges — Minos, Rhadamanthus, and Aeacus — took an account of the deceased's life and activities and assigned an afterlife for the soul:

      
        	
          Warriors and heroes were sent to the Elysian Fields or paradise.

        

        	
          Good and honest citizens were sent to the Plain of Asphodel.

        

        	
          Evil spirits, those that have offended the gods, were sent to Tartaros, or the Hall of Fury (hell).

        

      

      The ancient cultures of Greece and Rome showed a strong faith in the afterlife, which is reflected in their elaborate ceremonies and burial rituals. While specific names and rituals might vary, the basic concept of heaven and hell is the same in both cultures.

      
Early Celtic Beliefs

      The early Celts were a diverse group of tribes that were spread across Gaul, Britain, Ireland, Asia Minor, Central Europe, and the Balkans. Not much is known about their culture and beliefs, since they did not have written scriptures or codes of conduct. All information was passed on verbally, and most information on their beliefs and rituals was lost with the last Celts. However, from their burial sites, archaeological remains, and other sources, historians and philosophers have attempted to look into Celtic lives and beliefs.

      A Brief Overview

      Celts belonged to one of the world's earliest civilizations. The Celtic people practiced Druidism, a religion overseen by priests and priestesses called Druids. For Celts, the afterlife was as real as the mortal world. It was believed that after a person's death, her soul needed a clear path so it could travel to the otherworld, which is why all windows and doors were kept wide open when a person died.

      In the Druidism culture, a priest would come and explain to the dying person how her soul would travel to its final destination and find eternal peace in the otherworld. In the case of sudden death of an individual, the priest would come and whisper this information to the deceased. Souls that did not get proper religious direction became targets for evil spirits, or may have roamed around restlessly, causing trouble for the living.

      The Wake

      The wake refers to the period the body of the deceased was laid out after the soul reached its afterlife. The body was washed with the waters from a sacred well to keep it protected and was wrapped in the Eslene (death cloth). It was then placed on a bier, or coffin, in the center of the house for mourners to come and pay their respects.

      During the wake, mourners would come and sit by the corpse and share memories of the deceased. All mourners would “have a last drink” with the departed person. The body was laid out for up to a week, especially if it was that of a warrior or a king, before the funeral preparations began. Rush torches were kept burning throughout the days and nights until the body was taken for cremation or burial.

      Funeral Feast

      After the mourning period, there was a funeral feast. Usually a roasted boar or bull was served, and all the relatives and friends of the deceased were invited. A part of the food was given to the deceased person as “grave food,” and then the body was finally buried or cremated.

      The Celts considered funerals to be a celebration of the deceased's life. They believed that all men would one day die and be born again in a new life. During the time of funeral feast, the mourner praised all the accomplishments and contributions of the deceased person.

      Celtic Burial Practices

      The Celts preferred burial to cremation, especially for the great warriors, noblemen, and leaders. Mounts and tombs were built for such people; for everyday people, normal graves were dug. Stillborn babies were taken away by the priest and buried without any ceremony in a burial ground away from the settlements.
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        Were any objects buried with the ancient Celts?
With each body, goods such as objects of daily use, personal belongings, and food were also placed inside the grave. Weapons were placed with bodies of warriors, or any goods that were a mark of the profession of the deceased. Married women were buried with a comb and mirror, priests with a torch, and so on.

      

      Finally, on the seventh day, the body would be buried or burned as per the tribal customs. The remains of the body, in case of cremation, were to be buried underground or dispersed in water. During funeral preparation, the body was to be kept as natural as possible without any chemical embalming or artificial adornments.

      Celtics Afterlife Beliefs

      Druids taught the concept of immortality of the soul — that even when a person dies physically, her soul continues to live. They believed that the soul was reincarnated as another entity in the living world, either as a plant or animal, or again as a human.

      When one gained complete understanding of the immortality of the soul and the process of rebirth, she would be moved to a higher realm of existence, a different, outer world. This would continue until the soul reached the highest state, “the source,” after which the process of reincarnation ended and the soul would be eternally rested.

      
Native American Rituals and Ceremonies

      A common theme found in Native Americans' spirituality is the idea of finding god in nature. Understanding the world around them lead them to an interior understanding and connection with the divine. This Native American belief dates back as far as 60,000 years. Archeologists suggest that thousands of years ago people lived on a great continent, Pangea, which was responsible for a global uniformity of nomadic spiritual culture. These commonalities were responsible for the earliest forms of spiritual customs that developed into many of today's spiritual beliefs. From hunting they developed a belief in Animism, the idea that spirits exist in animals, and that the spirits and traits of each animal are a true expression of God. Farming brought forth food and medicine, and taught a respect for Gaia, the Earth Mother, who provided for her children. Shamanism (and shamans, the medicine men of the societies) helped induce healing and meaning to the spiritual forces seen and unseen in existence around everyone. These were the earliest forms of cultural connections.

      The formation of the Bering Strait created a connection for movement across continents. With this movement, the early cultures of Africa, Asia, and Siberia entered into the Americas. Thousands of years of migration and settlement developed the native peoples of the present-day continents.

      Modern Times

      The root of these nomadic cultures is based upon the threefold concept of heaven, earth, and the underworlds. Everything is considered to be alive with a masculine or feminine expression of God — the trees, rocks, stars, animals, and all other entities are considered interconnected. All matter is considered an equal sentient being.

      The earth is seen as a living, breathing conscious being. The earth is the “Mother” and the tribes are her children, nurtured and sustained by her love and grace. The need to live in harmony with the Mother rather than live off of the Mother is a fundamental to the future, spiritual advance, and survival of the Native American peoples. This is the primary and ultimate spiritual goal.

      Afterlife

      The understanding of the afterlife is as follows. The spirit is divided into two parts: the organic that returns to the Mother and the spirit that returns to the Father. This idea mirrors the Chinese concept of soul duality.

      Indigenous belief systems vary from tribe to tribe. Even within one particular clan there can be multiple interpretations and beliefs, dependent upon the vision of the particular medicine man.

      The following highlights common themes in Native American spirituality, as illustrated through the Oglala Lakota perspective:

      
        	
          Wakan tanka — Literally translated this means “great mystery.” It's considered the source, the creator of all, “the Great and Incomprehensible One.” This meaning of the name expresses the idea that humans are incapable of ever truly and fully comprehending the ways of the Great Spirit.

        

        	
          Topa olowan — The four directions is a complex ideology that recognizes the sacred four directions of north, south, east, and west as sentient beings that guard the four quarters of the world.

        

        	
          Ina maka — This term translates as “mother earth.”

        

      

      All of these concepts are expressions of the wakan tanka, “one source,” from which all things come.

      These various beliefs are never questioned or debated, for it is at the very core of native spirituality that the direction (or one's spiritual destiny) is individualized, by an intimate connection with the Great Spirit. The process to achieve this intimate connection is called a Hanblecheyapi. This translates to “I cry for a vision.”
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        The Lakota were nomadic, equestrian plains Indians who hunted buffalo and lived in tepees. They became famous for defeating Custer's forces at the Battle of the Little Bighorn in 1876. They followed the Seven Sacred Rites: the sweat lodge, crying for a vision, keeping of the soul, the sun dance, the making of relatives, preparing for womanhood, and throwing the ball. A modern additional practice known as yuwibi has been added and is used in worship.

      

      Considered one of the seven sacred rites of Lakota beliefs, an individual seeks the assistance of a medicine man, and after a lengthy preparation process, goes to the mountain for one to four days to pray. If granted, a vision is given to the seeker and a process of understanding that vision ensues. This becomes the vocation or spiritual path. Here begins the glimpse into the true dynamic of this spiritual structure that sees everything as interrelated and connected. At the conclusion of all ceremonies, the words “All my relations” are stated.

            As Godfrey Chips, Oglala Lakota Medicine Man, states:

      
        
          When you gaze up at the evening sky, a thousand stars grace the dark night appearing as 1 million — plus points of light. These are our ancestors lighting the way that leads the Spirit on a journey home. As you look at the sky, the Milky Way is quite evident with its tightly compacted cluster of stars; this in Lakota Theology is the Spirit Road. Upon passing, the Spirit leaves the body and the Soul is guided by a Medicine person in prayer to reconnect the soul with the ancestors and urged to follow the Milky Way. Thus allowing the dualistic nature of the Soul to return to Wakan Tanka (Great Mystery).
        

      

      
Eastern and Western Cultural Beliefs

      The idea of the existence of a soul or continuation of existence in the otherworld is one that has been adopted by Eastern and Western cultures, but their interpretations are different from each other. A handful of organized religions make up the majority of beliefs throughout the population of the world, and so their influences on cultural beliefs have had enormous ramifications for the Western and Eastern parts of the planet.

      Western Religious Influences on Cultures' Beliefs

      With the spread of Christianity toward Europe and the Americas, Western cultural beliefs began to accept the idea that your conduct on earth and your deeds are the main factor that will determine the kind of afterlife you will experience. They believe in heaven, which is an eternal place inhabited by the purer and virtuous spirits, and hell, where all evil spirits are sent. In hell, the evil spirits will be punished for their deeds and will be burnt in the eternal hellfire. The Catholic Church emphasizes a period of purgatory, a state between heaven and hell, which allows purification of the spirit so it can reach heaven.

      Judaism is one of the earliest and most popular religions of the Western world. However, not all Jews believe in the afterlife and are more concerned about life in the mortal world. But they do believe that after a person dies, his soul goes to a place similar to heaven or enters the wheel of reincarnation. They also believe that souls of bad and wicked people are made to suffer in the afterlife, and are then finally destroyed.

      According to the tenets of Islam, death marks the end of physical life and the beginning of a period of rest. This will continue until the Day of Resurrection, when everyone will have to appear in front of Allah, who will judge their earthly deeds and decide their eternal fate. In most Muslim teachings, heaven is described as an exquisite place where all men will be decked with jewels and drink holy waters and enjoy all earthly pleasures, while in hell evil spirits will be devoid of food and water and lead a miserable and painful afterlife.

      Eastern Religious Influences on Cultures' Beliefs

      Unlike the Western cultural beliefs, Eastern cultures were influenced by religions that were more inclined toward a psychological view of the afterlife. They place immense importance on the attainment of the highest level of consciousness.
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        The cycle of life, that is, the process of birth, death, and rebirth, is something that every living being has to undergo, until it attains moksha, or liberation. The law of karma (cause and effect) is the real reason why a soul is born again and again in different forms — the necessity of “reaping one's karma” compels human beings to be reborn in successive lifetimes.

      

      Belief in the afterlife is more with a view that a person would be reborn again as a different entity. Heaven and hell are not viewed as the final dwelling places, but more like a place of judgment where, based on your earthly deeds, you can be punished or rewarded, which is reflected in the next life you will have when you are reincarnated or reborn. The final destination of all souls is to become one with the Almighty, with the creator of the universe.

      Hindus believe that the soul, or the atman, is immortal and is trapped in a physical body to undergo the process of birth and death. The main aim of a soul is to seek salvation, or moksha, and free itself from the cyclic pattern of the world (samsara). Reincarnation is an accepted fact, but one that is seen as a phase of suffering and pain.

      Buddhist beliefs, to a large extent, are rooted in the Hindu ideologies of reincarnation and karma, and share the ideology that the final aim of a mortal being is to escape the cycle of birth and death. Gautama Buddha explained that desires keep a being attached to the mortal world and are the real reason why people are bound to the process of death and rebirth.

      To escape the wheel of reincarnation, one needs to let go of all desires. Only then will a person attain nirvana, or liberation.

      For Tibetan Buddhists, the spirit of the deceased person goes through a three-stage process called the bardos. Stage one begins at the death of an individual and is regarded as the time when the soul of the deceased person realizes that its mortal existence is over. In stage two of the bardos, or the luminous mind, the soul experiences hallucinations related to the karma/ deeds of its life. The last stage is one in which the soul is prepared for its next life, the rebirth.
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        According to Tibetan Buddhists, those who have highly evolved intellects and have raised their consciousness to the highest levels are able to completely forego the process of bardos and directly attain nirvana, the ultimate destination for all mortals.

      

      Basic Differences Between Eastern and Western Beliefs

      In Eastern cultures, reincarnation is a core belief, and the fact that you will be reincarnated does away with the need for a permanent heaven or hell. Also, the law of karma is put into action and you will be rewarded or punished for your deeds in your next incarnation.

      In Western cultures, however, there is only one life, which is why your sins or good deeds will be the ultimate determinant for your afterlife. Heaven and hell are properly described planes of existence that are also referred to as the otherworld, and your final existence will be decided based on your physical life.
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        In Eastern beliefs, the aim of mortal existence should be to gain a permanent release from the cycle of life, and become one with the divine. Western cultures focus on living a life in a virtuous and right manner, so the soul of the deceased can go to heaven in its afterlife.

      

      Eastern cultures consider release from ignorance, ego, and suffering as the key to finding the ultimate bliss, in the form of nirvana, or liberation; however, Western cultures considered release from the mortal body as the main purpose of afterlife. Eastern cultures view reincarnation as a means to reward and punish individuals for the acts and deeds done in this lifetime. In Western traditions, a person will be rewarded or punished for his life's deeds, and the kind of afterlife a person experiences after he dies is dependent upon these deeds.

      As Dr. Charles E. Osgood, a well-known American psychologist and cross-cultural researcher aptly summarized, “Western culture constantly strives to seek and establish ‘the truth,’ while Eastern religions focus more on accepting the truth as given and in finding the right balance.”

    

  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2
        
      

      
      Religious Beliefs and Theories of the Afterlife

      The origins of organized religions have dated back a few thousands years, while man's individual connection to God or a higher realm can be traced back to the beginning of recorded time. The possibility of life after death has always been a subject of interest for many, spurring long, heated debates among philosophers and theologians. This possibility also exposed various differences as to the existence or nature of an afterlife among the world's religions, as well as each individual's inner quest to acquire the answers.

      
Christianity

      Christianity, a monotheistic religion, can be broken up into many different denominations. Catholicism, Protestantism, and Eastern Orthodoxy are the largest, which have similarities and differences in their theories of the afterlife. Most Christians believe in an afterlife, described as heaven and hell. Heaven is a beautiful paradise where souls reside with God and enjoy all his love and support. The opposite is hell, a place lacking any presence of God and his love.
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