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“In his mind-bending book, Dan Drasin draws on his more than three decades of investigation into the areas of consciousness research and paranormal experiences to arrive at a new and compelling vision of what actually awaits us when we die. By dismantling the structures of an outworn materialistic worldview, Drasin reveals that the afterlife constitutes a legitimate arena of scientific research and that it can be objectively demonstrated. This groundbreaking book provides solid grounds for believing that death is anything but a dead end.”
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“An extremely important book. Drasin’s calm, insightful, and brilliant exploration of the subject reveals how science has begun to reintroduce an awareness of spirit and soul into modern intellectual culture. It is deeply heartening, even thrilling, in the convincing, careful way it illuminates multiple perspectives on extra-physical life and reveals what it is like to experience it. One of the great afterlife books of the era.”
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P. M. H. ATWATER, L.H.D., RESEARCHER OF

NEAR-DEATH STATES AND 
AUTHOR OF
THE NEW CHILDREN AND
NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCESS




Introduction

Why Now?

If you are curious about the possibility of an afterlife but believe that science rules it out, this book may provide some food for thought, some helpful guidance, and perhaps a few surprises. I’ve written it partly to provide a welcoming space and safe haven for those who, for social or professional reasons, may be reluctant to reveal their interest in such things.

I confess that I’ve long resisted writing this book. Writing is a tough grind, and my attention span has never won any major awards. (As many a prominent writer has put it, “I hate writing, but I love having written!”) I’ve also spent most of my professional life behind a camera, so this book is a sort of coming-out party for me.

But why now? What has pushed me over the edge?

To begin with, writing this book has been an opportunity to explore my own long-standing passion for this subject matter and to dig deeply into my own motivation for wanting to share it. I’ve found researching and exploring the evidence for an afterlife to be fascinating, challenging, mind-stretching, and illuminating in its own right. This pilgrimage has covered a lot of territory and led me to a deeper understanding and appreciation of my own life and the lives of others.

Having recently celebrated my eightieth birthday, I feel it’s timely to share what I believe I’ve learned about the journey we’ll all sooner or later make to the other side. If this book illuminates or eases that transition for even one reader, or if a handful of readers can say “Hey, 
I never thought about it that way!” I feel it will have been well worth the effort.

Finally, considering the state of our world, it seems especially timely to reexamine our culture’s dark-and-spooky view of death. Does it perhaps underlie a fear-based view of life that can distort our self-awareness, relationships, ethics, economics, and politics?

Have we overbuilt a civilization to protect ourselves from a fearful superstition of our own making and, in doing so, brought about more of what we’ve feared most? If so, could a fresh view of what we call “death” transform our view of life for the better? Could it help us avoid, mitigate, or even reverse the kinds of systemic breakdowns that are already causing widespread species extinction and threatening the foundations of our civilization? If such breakdowns continue despite all efforts to forestall them, could it lead us to a more balanced and peaceful acceptance of the inevitable?


So What Are We Talking About Here?

What is death, anyway? Is it like the archaic notion of sailing off the edge of a two-dimensional, flat Earth into oblivion? Or is there an unacknowledged dimension in which we can travel safely over the horizon into a new world? Can we discover that new world for ourselves by bringing curiosity, courage, and scientific integrity to the task?

That, I believe, is true science: to follow the data wherever they lead.

JACQUES VALLÉE, COMPUTER SCIENTIST, AUTHOR, AND PIONEERING ANOMALIES RESEARCHER

As both an intellectual and experiential explorer, I’ve spent the past three decades investigating the possibility that many of our culture’s beliefs and assumptions about life, death, and reality may be as archaic and misguided as those prescientific notions that the Earth was flat and at the center of the universe.

Before the year 1500, the Western world took it for granted 
that our Earth was indeed poised at the center of things and that the Sun and planets all revolved around us. After all, what could have been more obvious? But there were a few little problems with this assumption. For one thing, the motions of the planets made little sense: sometimes they stopped in their tracks, turned around, and moved backward!*1 How could this be?

Then along came Copernicus and Galileo, who, against formidable social and institutional odds, offered us a simple shift of perspective: Earth and the planets in fact revolve around the Sun! Who’d’a thunk it? Now many baffling things, including those bizarre planetary motions, fell elegantly into place and actually made sense! (Never mind that the Church Fathers of Galileo’s time famously refused to look through his telescope. The cat was out of the bag!)

Today we face a similar predicament, in which a broad spectrum of human experiences and robustly documented phenomena seem to make no sense in light of our currently dominant theories and beliefs. But rather than “looking through the telescope”—bringing our curiosity and our best investigative tools and talents to bear—the overwhelming response of our most influential social, scientific, and academic institutions has been to resist and deny these reports. As a result, many who attest to them in good faith are ridiculed, ostracized, or punished, as if we still lived in a dark age determined to defend itself, at all costs, against an encroaching enlightenment. (I, myself, am no stranger to this sort of harsh judgment and carefully avoid discussing such matters with certain personal friends and professional colleagues.)

Let’s recall that the Copernican Shift of the Renaissance demanded little more of us than to step back and take a better mental snapshot of our celestial home, now that we knew where to stand and what to look for.

A good photograph is knowing where to stand.

ANSEL ADAMS, LEGENDARY PHOTOGRAPHER

So could an equally simple shift of perspective today open up refreshingly new vistas of who we are, what we’re doing here, and what happens when we inevitably pass from this embodied life? I firmly believe such a readjustment is possible, at least for those who can embrace it with curiosity, courage, keen intuition, and clear, open minds.

Many of us are being called to this new vision by myriad influences: by the works of courageous writers, scientists, philosophers, and doctors; by those who have been resuscitated from clinical death; and by psychically talented individuals and electronic experimenters apparently in touch with those who have gone before us across the threshold. For some it’s the result of undeniable personal experiences or compelling scientific curiosity. For others it’s simply a powerful inner calling that cannot be silenced.

To what, exactly, are we being called? Simply to consider the possibility that what we take to be the whole of reality is embedded in a more comprehensive matrix. Some have described this as a “Greater Reality,” in which an afterlife exists as obviously and naturally as our physical life exists in our familiar physical universe. Its substance, however, is not said to lie in physicality as we know it but in the seemingly ephemeral realm of consciousness.

So what is this thing we’re calling “consciousness”? From this unfolding perspective it appears to be an irreducible field of something that possesses remarkable properties, notably the capacity for experience, volition, and purpose. Perhaps we need a new word for it, because it seems to be a deeper, broader, richer something than what we normally think of as consciousness, just as our spherical Earth is quite different from the flat one that was naively imagined by our dimensionally challenged ancestors.




So Who Am I to Consider Such a Radical View of Reality, Life, and Death?

For most of my adult life I’ve been a documentary filmmaker and media producer. I’ve traveled widely, have had a lifelong engagement with the sciences and the arts, and enjoy considering new, unfamiliar, cross-cultural, and interdisciplinary perspectives. As a generalist I feel I have a good vantage point for seeing big-picture connections among things that narrowly focused specialists, for all of their priceless gifts, can sometimes tend to overlook.

Thanks to some interesting experiences I’ve been blessed with throughout my life, I’ve long suspected that reality as currently interpreted by our senses, sciences, and society isn’t the whole picture. This came into better focus as I began to connect with others who had had similar experiences and suspicions. Virtually all were sane, productive individuals who didn’t seem at all misguided, weak-minded, credulous, or superstitious. Some were brilliant visionaries. Some were teachers, doctors, journalists, and businessfolk. Some were working scientists.

What were we seeing and suspecting in common? Simply that the familiar physical universe we take to be the whole of reality may in fact be only the tip of an iceberg—the visible surface of a deeper, richer, more colorful realm that’s made of different stuff and plays by a more lively and creative set of rules.

This “Greater Reality” is said to be where our awareness—in other words, our self, soul, being or essence—resides between and beyond our space-and-time-bound physical lives. Though this reality may be heavily masked by our powerful physical senses and habits of mind, we may get tantalizing glimpses of it when our awareness is dilated or redirected during lucid dreams, meditation, sensory-deprivation sessions, psychedelic journeys, near-death experiences, or quiet moments under the night sky.

The main purpose of this book is to explore how we might better recognize, demystify, appreciate, and befriend that Greater Reality while still living fruitfully in the physical world.




Where Am I Coming From?

While I am not a credentialed scientist, I will be quoting and paraphrasing more than a few accomplished scientists, artists, philosophers, and academics. My goal is not to create yet another chapter-and-verse belief system; it is simply to present for your consideration a vision of reality that goes hand in glove with some astonishing recent discoveries by several emerging branches of science. If these insights are on the mark, perhaps this new vision might help us turn the right corner at a critical juncture in our evolving journey on this planet and beyond.




Where Do You Come From?

In our views of the afterlife or anything else, each of us comes from our own unique vantage point based on our personal store of experience, knowledge, attitudes, education, and conditioning. So some things may be more visible or thinkable to some of us than to others. Some may use different language to describe the same things, or the same language to describe different things. We’ll do our best with this and seek out metaphors to bridge our varied language and experiences and perhaps to open minds to possibilities not yet considered.




A Few Final Notes

Theories and abstractions have their place, but they don’t dictate reality. So in this book we’ll be focusing mainly on concrete observations, robust evidence, and some exercises we can play with to expand and hone our perceptions. As we shall see, some things we might assume to be improbable or even unthinkable may turn out to be surprisingly familiar once we notice them already at play in our everyday lives.

Here are a few more things to keep in mind as we prepare to survey this new territory together.

► In exploring outside the box of common consensus I think it’s essential that we become aware of our beliefs and be willing to suspend them for a time. This does not mean abandoning them, but it does mean setting them aside long enough to nibble at other possibilities and roll them around on our mind’s tongue. We don’t want to swallow them unless they taste good and feel right, and we’re willing for them to become a part of us.

► We may also want to keep in mind that language is always somewhat removed from what it describes, that there are many valid ways of slicing the same pie, and that verbal misunderstandings are a common fixture of human affairs. So I appeal to my readers to be patient, to maintain open minds, and to give any unfamiliar notions a fair hearing before giving them a thumbs-up, a thumbs-down, or a healthy “maybe.”

► This book is partly a collection of individual essays. I’ve sequenced them to provide as much flow and continuity as possible and hopefully connect enough of the right dots in the most meaningful and useful ways. To keep things accessible I’ve done my best to avoid overly technical or specialized language.

► This book is divided into three main parts:


	In Part I we will survey the emerging fields of afterlife research and related studies.

	In Part II we will examine in detail some of the most carefully studied and scientifically robust evidence for an afterlife.

	In Part III we will consider the substance, location, experience, and purpose of an afterlife, and its relevance to our earthly lives.

	A resources section and recommended reading list provide further information and perspectives on the question of an afterlife.



Now let’s fasten our mental seat belts and prepare to take a deep dive into one of today’s most compelling and far-reaching frontiers of scientific exploration.





PART I


Getting Oriented
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1

Materialism 101

To most educated people in our modern Western world, including many of the most aware, intelligent, and compassionate secular humanists, the notion of an afterlife makes no sense at all. Obviously the physical body dies, and that’s the end of it. Poof! Gone!

So in what possible fabric of reality could our existence continue? Wouldn’t any such notion smack of archaic religious belief or “New-Age woo-woo”? After all, mainstream science, academia, and our dominant Western culture have long insisted that the whole of reality includes only a single domain. It is fundamentally mechanistic, deterministic, and limited to what can be perceived by our bodily senses or detected and measured by instruments we ourselves have devised.

This belief system is known as “materialism.”*2 Materialism asserts, explicitly or implicitly, that:

► We exist in a “dead” universe—a framework of lifeless, soulless matter, energy, space, and tick-tock time. There is no deeper, more encompassing, or more alive reality in any sense. Any evidence that suggests such a reality must be ignored or rejected out of hand as erroneous, fictitious, or fraudulent.

► Our universe and our natural environment consist of purely mechanistic “parts” or “building blocks” governed by fixed laws. They are therefore incapable of originality, creative volition, or purpose. Despite the nonexistence of magic, these purposeless parts magically “self-organize” and demonstrate inexplicably higher-order “emergent properties” when enough of them happen to get together and rub elbows. (Philosophers call this “upward causation.” The general idea is that if enough bricks put their heads together they could create a beautiful and structurally sophisticated building.)

► There is no essential distinction between lifeless and living matter other than chemistry and relative complexity. We haven’t done it yet, but we’re firm in our faith that someday we will create living organisms from inanimate matter in some godlike fashion. After all, we believe that it’s only a matter of the right interactions of the right parts under the right conditions.

► The entire course of biological evolution in all its incalculable diversity, including the emergence of sentient creatures, is fully accounted for by chance interactions aided by natural selection—the survival of the fittest, most numerous, most fortuitously adaptable, or nastiest. The sudden appearance of new species following global extinction events and the recently acknowledged phenomenon of rapid evolution are no exception.

► The ultimate purposes of knowledge are prediction, control, and the exploitation of nature.

► Imagination, creativity, and free will can be fully explained as random events. Intention can be fully accounted for in terms of selfishness and physical survival.

► Consciousness has no fundamental reality of its own. It’s only a mysterious byproduct of electrophysiological activity within the human brain.*3 Actual experiences (awareness, emotion, insight, foresight, appreciation, aversion, volition, love, and so on—not to mention the very experience of selfhood itself) are considered epi-phenomena—illusions.†4

► We, and all living creatures, are genetically programmed biological machines destined to the trash heap of physical decay. We are unsustainable and essentially disposable.
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