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Introduction



Have you heard a song on the radio and wondered if a deceased loved one was trying to tell you something? Have you seen a cardinal and wondered if it was a sign from the other side? Do you have vivid dreams that feature deceased relatives? These common occurrences show how a person’s soul might be able to separate from his or her physical body and continue after “life” as we know it on earth.


From seemingly coincidental events that are just too meaningful to happen by chance, to paranormal phenomena such as ghosts, to near-death experiences, today, more than ever before, people are talking openly about these happenings in their daily lives. You, too, have the power to invite these connections into your life.


Through 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 life continuing after death. Recent scientific advances 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.


Interacting with those on the other side does not have to eliminate or clash with 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 Supernatural Guide to the Other Side brings you up-to-date studies, theories, and evidence of the afterlife, and teaches you what to make of these signs and signals you see—and how to be open to receiving more of them. You will be asked to open your mind to new possibilities. As the evidence is presented, ask yourself the question that French philosopher and Jesuit priest Pierre Teilhard de Chardin posed ages ago: Are you a human being having a spiritual experience, or a spiritual being having a human experience?
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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 become 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.






Cultural Beliefs Across the Globe


As we can tell from ancient cave paintings, man has always found the idea of an afterlife to be not only interesting but also something that is a part of him. Human beings have a self-awareness that other species lack, and this includes awareness of 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 was more to their existence than what they could observe. All the great civilizations of the past have had some belief in an afterlife.


EGYPTIAN MYTHOLOGY


The highlight of an ancient Egyptian’s life was ultimately his death and burial. The Egyptians believed in an eternal afterlife, complete with possession of their earthly riches. In their overwhelming desire to secure a perpetual place in the afterlife, much time, effort, and thought was put toward preparing for death. 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 had to remain relatively intact.


The ancient Egyptians assured their place in the afterlife through:


[image: Image] Mummification: The body and the internal organs would be preserved and embalmed separately.


[image: Image] Protecting the body: The body would be entombed and therefore safe from harm.


[image: Image] Nourishment: The deceased would receive regular offerings of food and drink, or illustrations of them, in the tomb.


Inscriptions and illustrations describing the occupant’s life were made on the tomb. Inside the tomb there were also various amulets of a protective nature, a decorated coffin, and sometimes a stone or wooden sarcophagus, inside which the mummy was placed.


After undertaking the perilous journey through the underworld, contending with creatures, gods, and gatekeepers, the deceased faced his day of judgment. Anubis, the god of the dead, led the soul to the Hall of Two Truths, where the deceased stood in front of forty-two divine judges.


Once the soul passed this test, he was led to a set of scales, where his heart, containing the deeds of his lifetime, was weighed against the feather of truth, belonging to the goddess Ma’at. If the heart was found to be heavier than the feather, the soul was fed to the god Ammit, the “Devourer,” and the soul was condemned to remain in the underworld forever. However, if the heart was lighter than the feather, or the scales were balanced, the deceased had passed the final test and was given over to Osiris, the god of the underworld and chief judge, who welcomed him into the afterlife, 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.


ANCIENT CHINESE AFTERLIFE BELIEFS


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 the survival of an individual’s soul even after his physical demise.


Chinese metaphysical 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 in harmony with the cosmos, which was also created after the integration of light and dark, the yin and yang elements.


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 po was an earth soul that came into existence at the time of conception, while the hun was made of chi, the life force, and came into existence at the time of birth. Each soul had its own afterlife: While the hun went to heaven or a special underworld, the po went to the darker realms of the cosmos.


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


Though not clearly defined, the Chinese notion of the underworld, the Yellow Springs, could be conceived of as hell. It was the destination of the evil souls, the po. Yellow Springs was a miserable place where the souls were punished for their bad deeds.


DEATH, BURIAL, AND THE AFTERLIFE IN GREECE


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 dead body was washed, anointed with oil, and dressed for the rituals:


1. 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.


2. 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.


3. Interment: The remains of the body, or ashes, if cremated, were placed inside the tomb specially built for the deceased. Immortality lay in the continued remembrance of the deceased person by his family members.


In Greece, it was believed that all souls, whether good or bad, go to the underworld realm, 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. 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 land of the dead until these rites were completed.


When the hour of death arrived, red-robed deities came to take the spirit of the deceased to the land of the dead. To reach the land of the dead they had to cross Acheron, one of the five underground rivers. Charon, the ferryman, took the spirits of the dead to the other end of the river. Charon demanded a small coin (obol) for this service; this is why the dead were buried with a coin in their mouth.


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


[image: Image] Ordinary souls: Neutral regions of Hades, a dull and drab place


[image: Image] Evil souls (those who committed many crimes): Tartaros (hell)


[image: Image] Pure and blessed souls: Elysium (heaven)


All the burial rituals and beliefs of the ancient Greeks point to the fact that they were fascinated by the concept of the afterlife.


DEATH AND BURIAL IN THE ROMAN CULTURE


Romans could either bury or burn their dead, depending upon the personal customs. The Romans believed the soul of a deceased person could only find peace when the physical body was prepared 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.


Ancient Romans believed that depending on the deeds performed in the mortal world, the soul was assigned an afterlife in either hell or heaven. Hell was a location where those who committed serious sins would be punished. The punishment was in the form of fire and endless pain and suffering.


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 a river. 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:


[image: Image] Warriors and heroes were sent to Elysium (heaven).


[image: Image] Good and honest citizens were sent to the Plain of Asphodel.


[image: Image] Evil spirits, those that had offended the gods, were sent to Tartaros (hell).


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. 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. 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, 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 were left to roam around restlessly, causing trouble for the living.


After the mourning period, there was a funeral feast. A part of the food was given to the deceased person as “grave food” before the body was finally buried or cremated. The Celts preferred burial to cremation, especially for great warriors, noblemen, and leaders. Mounts and tombs were built for such people; for everyday people, normal graves were dug. With each body, objects of daily use, personal belongings, and food were also placed inside the grave. Finally, on the seventh day, the body would be buried or burned per the tribal customs.





THE WAKE


The wake refers to the period during which 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 in a coffin in the center of the house, where mourners could come and pay their respects. During the wake, mourners would come and sit by the corpse and share memories of the deceased.





Druids 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 soul would be eternally rested.


NATIVE AMERICAN RITUALS AND CEREMONIES


A common theme found in Native American spirituality is the idea of finding god in nature. From hunting, Native Americans developed a belief in animism, the idea that spirits exist in all natural objects, creatures, and phenomena, including animals. Farming brought forth food and medicine, and taught a respect for Gaia, the Earth Mother (a living, breathing, conscious being), who provided for her children. Shamans, the medicine men of the societies, helped give these spiritual forces meaning and used them for healing practices. Their understanding of the afterlife was that the spirit divided into two parts: the organic that returned to the Mother and the spirit that returned to the Father.


Indigenous belief systems vary from tribe to tribe. The following are some common themes in Native American spirituality, as illustrated through the Oglala Lakota perspective:


[image: Image] Wakan tanka—Literally translated as “great mystery.” It’s considered the source, the creator of all, “the Great and Incomprehensible One.” This name expresses the idea that humans are incapable of ever truly comprehending the ways of the Great Spirit.


[image: Image] Topa olowan—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.


[image: Image] Ina maka—This term translates as “mother earth.”


Religious Beliefs and Theories of the Afterlife


The origins of organized religions date back a few thousands years. The possibility of life after death has always been a subject of interest for many, spurring long, heated debates among philosophers and theologians.



CHRISTIANITY


Christianity, a monotheistic religion, can be broken up into many different denominations. Catholicism, Protestantism, and Eastern Orthodoxy are the largest, and they 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 or his love.


Catholicism


The afterlife belief of this denomination starts with the concept of baptism. The sacrament of baptism represents the acceptance of Jesus as your savior, and allows you the opportunity to enter into heaven when it is time for you to cross to the other side. Once considered a physical place, heaven is now accepted as an eternal relationship with God.


If one commits a mortal sin and does not confess and repent that sin, he will go to hell. Once believed to be a place of eternal fire and torment, hell is now considered “the pain, frustration, and emptiness of life without God,” according to the Catholic Church. The Catholic Church also believes in a realm called purgatory. Pope John Paul II explained that physical integrity is necessary to enter into perfect communion with God; therefore, “the term purgatory does not indicate a place, but a condition of existence,” where Christ “removes . . . the remnants of imperfection.”


Protestantism


Protestantism encompasses a group of Christian denominations that separated from the Catholic Church during the sixteenth-century Reformation. Their concerns about how one gets into heaven forged their move to independence; for example, they believed that one could enter heaven through faith alone, and only Christ could forgive sins. There is no purgatory, as in the Catholic Church, where souls need to be purified before entering heaven. Faith, a gift from God, is their salvation. The Bible is the most important basis for the Protestant Church, and it is the final word for all practices and beliefs.


A difference of opinion has emerged between the conservative and liberal wings of many Protestant denominations. The conservatives believe in a literal place of hell, while the more liberal tend to believe that a loving God could not put people into such a place of torment. They feel it is more likely an eternity separated from God himself.


Eastern Orthodox


The Eastern and Western Churches split in the eleventh century over a disagreement about the authority of the pope. The Eastern Churches denied the authority of the pope. Eastern Orthodox beliefs teach that after the soul leaves the body there is an anticipation of judgment. This occurs either in heaven, where there is a sense of light, or in hell, where there is a sense of darkness. On Judgment Day, the body is reunited with the soul to fully experience heaven or hell.


JUDAISM


Judaism is one of the oldest world religions, believed to have originated around 2000 B.C.E. It is an Abrahamic religion; that is, Abraham is its patriarch. Judaism teaches that death is not the end of one’s being, and primarily focuses on life now rather than the life to come. A person’s current actions are more important than the beliefs in olam ha-ba, the afterlife. The Torah, the most important Jewish text, establishes the laws Jews live by and is said to show the believer the path to salvation.


The Torah speaks of the equal and just consequences for all actions within the life span of earthly beings. This focus on the balancing of bad deeds with punishment and good deeds with rewards within a lifetime precludes any specific detailed mention of death and events of the afterlife, according to some scholars. However, others believe that these messages are simply concealed and become apparent when interpreted correctly. The widely accepted belief is that the good will be happy in company of loved ones until the arrival of the Messiah, when the soul is resurrected, while the bad will not receive this grace. The different movements of Judaism have varying thoughts concerning the afterlife, but these are all speculative. They consider it a distraction to focus on the afterlife, instead placing their attention on their daily lives.


The Afterlife in Judaism


The concept of afterlife is contained in the Talmud, which comprises the Mishnah (written text of the Oral Commandments) and Gemara (interpretation of the Commandments). The journey of the deceased is described in this Scripture in detail.


When a person dies, his soul is brought for judgment. Those who have never swerved from the teachings of the Scriptures and have led a pure life are ushered into the olam ha-ba, or world to come.


The unrighteous go to a place referred to as sheol after death. The earth splits apart to swallow these souls and send them to sheol. Here the soul may be given a chance to review past actions and gain an understanding of how much wrong it has committed. Through this process, the soul gains wisdom. Some believe this one-year period is set aside for punishment for bad deeds during life. At the end, the soul is elevated to a higher plane and can move on to the world to come.


Resurrection


Rambam’s Thirteen Principles of Faith speaks about resurrection. According to this concept, when the Messiah arrives, he will create the perfect world, or the world to come. The good souls awaiting resurrection in paradise will be given a new life in this world of peace and happiness so that they can enjoy the fruits of their good deeds.


Some followers of Judaism hold that the process of rebirth is a continuous one, and the righteous souls are sent back to earth to help make it a better place. Still others believe that only souls that have yet to complete earthly duties are reincarnated so that they may have a second chance to finish their work.


ISLAM


The concept of an afterlife plays an extremely important role in Islam and governs, to a large extent, the Islamic way of life. According to the Koran, the very purpose of life is to live in a way that is pleasing to God (Allah) so that one may achieve paradise in the afterlife. Followers of Islam believe that an account of each person’s good and bad deeds is opened at the time of puberty, and this record is used to determine the person’s fate in the afterlife.


The Koran, God’s words to Muhammad, is the holy book of Islam and is meant as guidance to Muslims and others who wish to learn the meanings of Islam. It clearly states that people should live their lives in a certain way if they want to live a good afterlife. Although this concept of actions (in the current life) and reward (heaven or hell in the afterlife) is present in many religions, the impact that it has on Muslims is much greater than in any other religion.


Islam incorporates the concept of a soul. Each person is considered the combination of a body and soul. Similar to the Judeo-Christian tradition, the idea that a physical body is needed for life after death is also present in Islam. The Koran speaks of the Day of Reckoning or the Day of Resurrection (Yawm al-Qiyamah), when the dead will be resurrected and given an afterlife according to their deeds.





COMMUNICATING WITH SPIRITS


According to Mirza Tahir Ahmad, a famous Muslim scholar and a caliph of the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community, the belief that spirits can return and can communicate with the living is incorrect. He pointed out that according to the Koran, it is completely forbidden for a spirit that has left this world to return to it, and that there is no way you can summon a spirit to visit you. However, he emphasized that communication with spirits is possible through mediums like prayer and dreams, and that it has been observed many times in the past, as well as mentioned in the Koran.





Afterlife Before Resurrection


Muslims believe that for a spirit, the period after the death of a person and before the Day of Resurrection is like the period spent by an unborn child in the womb. The Resurrection is thus the second birth of a spirit, but it takes place after an extremely long period. During this period, the spirit’s level of consciousness increases. As the Day of Resurrection comes closer, this embryo (spirit) becomes more and more peaceful and blissful if it is supposed to go to heaven, and it becomes more and more impatient if it is supposed to go to hell.


Afterlife after Resurrection


The Koran also speaks about the specific nature of heaven and hell. According to the Koran, paradise, also called “the Garden” (Janna), is a place of physical and spiritual pleasure, with lofty mansions (39:20), delicious food and drink (52:22), and virgin companions called houris (56:17–19). There are seven heavens (17:46).


Hell is mentioned as having seven doors (39:71, 15:43), and the Koran states, “The unbelievers among the People of the Book and the pagans shall burn forever in the fire of Hell. They are the vilest of all creatures” (98:1–8).


HINDUISM


Hinduism adheres to the principle of an afterlife. Death is seen not as the end, but rather as the beginning of a new life. The idea of transmigration is broadly classified into two major categories: linear, the belief that a human is born only once and after death is judged on the basis of his deeds, and cyclical, wherein an individual’s soul is reborn as a new human being and the deeds of the past life are carried into the next.


The atman is the soul of a human being, or the “true self,” and it exists without any form. When you are born, a soul is transferred into your body in the form of life, and when you have completed your life in the physical world, your atman leaves your body. Atman is pure and is the essence of divinity. Each human being is connected to the Supreme Being through his soul. Just like energy, the atman can neither be created nor destroyed and is immortal. It keeps moving from one body to another until it finally comes together with God.


Karma


Karma is the act or deed that runs the circle of cause and effect called samsara. Karma is the infrastructure put in place by God to keep a check on the deeds of human beings, whether good or evil. Your fortune and misfortune are a result of your karma, and it takes into account not only your present life but your past life karmas as well.


Karma can be good or bad based on the actions of a human being. Good deeds are rewarded and bring you closer to God, but bad karma takes you away from God and puts you back into the pattern of birth, death, and rebirth.


Moksha means “liberation” in Sanskrit, and is described as the state when the atman gains salvation. When God liberates a soul from the wheel of karma and merges it with himself, the atman achieves moksha. Ultimately, good or bad karma will determine how and if you will get out of the “wheel of life” and finally merge with God for eternity in the afterlife.


BUDDHISM


Buddhism holds the view that life on earth is the embodiment of suffering and that people will undergo multiple reincarnations based on how morally and justly they lived their previous lives. However, whereas other world religions have a very clearly defined and ordered body of moral law designed to regulate human conduct, Buddhism instead identifies the notion of desire as the root of all problems. It is believed that the coveting of anything in the world—whether material or sexual—brings pain and suffering.


Buddhism and Its Views on the Afterlife


Buddhists do not believe in the concept of a soul per se, and so they use the word anatta to embody their firm view that all things in existence are transitory. Because all things are in a state of constant flux, there is no concept of immortality within Buddhism.


The countless negative emotions that we face in our daily lives, such as disappointment, frustration, and anger, are a result of our ignorance of the law of nature, which is “impermanence.” Nothing in this world remains constant or forever, and to get rid of our sorrows we need to understand this fully.


Nirvana/Nibbana


Another fundamental precept of Buddhism related to the afterlife is that the attainment of perfection, the liberation from the pain and suffering of our stressful existences, is achieved through nirvana. Nirvana is the achievement of total oblivion, the extinction of a person both as an entity as well as a concept. Nirvana refers to the state of purity, a mental state where all desires, selfishness, greed, and anger have been extinguished and eliminated.


There is a clearly defined process within Buddhism of the various channels of the afterlife. Whenever a person’s physical being comes to an end through death, his spirit will then endure a process that lasts for forty-nine days called the bardo. During this time there will be one of two possible outcomes:


1. The spirit of the deceased person will be promptly returned to earth in order to recommence the cycle of birth, suffering, and death.


2. The spirit of the deceased person will reach a level of enlightenment so as to entitle him to reach the ultimate goal of nirvana.
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