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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


DYING TO BE FREE


This is one book you won’t want to miss! Dying to Be Free is an exceptionally beautiful and well-written book. Hannah Robinson’s near-death experience is dramatic. Her well-documented interactions with her father, a Catholic priest, has lessons of forgiveness for us all. The powerful insights and understandings in this highly recommended book could change your life.


Jeffrey Long, MD, author of The New York Times bestselling Evidence of the Afterlife: The Science of Near-Death Experiences


Hannah Robinson paints a view of the near-death experience unlike the thousands of others currently on the market. She shows us what it is like to be the daughter of a Catholic Priest, her mother continuously turned down by cardinals and parish priests when she asked for advice on how best to handle ‘the situation’. Young Hannah’s longing to be loved by her father pushed her into a hedonistic lifestyle that climaxed when she ran off – ignoring passing cars and road hazards. From the blackness of a terrible fall, she awoke in light… an unbelievable, incredible, awe-inspiring light… everywhere light. Yet her body far below was surrounded by medics, an ambulance, and a flurry of activity in a rush to get her to a hospital. She felt both exhilarated and joyfilled, without fear. Pain and surgeries came later. What remained was the otherworldliness of what had just happened to her.


One of the strengths of this book is the clarity she gained in coming to terms with the difference between the love she experienced ‘over there’ and the despair she still had to deal with here. No matter how wondrous a near-death experience, it does not save you from having to face your problems. With a new consciousness, she discovered the power of forgiveness – a miracle unto itself.


PMH Atwater, LHD, One of the original researchers in the field of near-death studies. Among her books are: The Big Book of Near-Death Experiences


Hannah Robinson’s life journey – from her near-fatal accident, to her resulting near-death experience – took her on a spiritual quest to understand the deepest meaning of those events. Her book is a well-written, well-documented testimony to living a life where self-creation, through love, is the greatest power. I thank you, Hannah, for sharing your story.


Dannion Brinkley, NDE Survivor, New York Times bestselling author of Saved by the Light and Secrets of the Light


Hannah Robinson, the author of this work, is the forbidden fruit of impossible love which unites a woman to a Catholic priest. Her narrative of NDE shows us to what extent this experience can determine to make us understand that Love is over everything. Her story which is read as a novel is as moving as it is fascinating.


Jean Jacques Charbonier, MD, award-winning international speaker and author of 7 Reasons to Believe in the Afterlife, Inner Traditions: Rochester, Vermont


Hannah Robinson has quite a story to tell, and a storyteller’s gift. She speaks of a unique journey – sired by a father who was a Father (a Catholic Priest), yet not quite her father – and undergoing a grisly ‘death’ that was not quite a death, but her birth into new light and life. For those interested in Near-Death Experiences – and full-bodied experiences of struggle and healing – you will find in Hannah Robinson a sympathetic soul.


Drew Leder, MD, PhD, Loyola University of Maryland, author of The Absent Body, Spiritual Passages and Sparks of the Divine: Finding Inspiration in Our Everyday World


Hannah Robinson bares her mind and soul in this heartfelt book, Dying to Be Free. Hannah’s NDE signifies an amazing gift from God that led to personal change. Within the heart of this book beats a steady theme – personal transformation based on divine connection. Not only did Hannah begin to view herself through the divine eyes of love, she began to see her relationships from a perspective of unconditional regard. This was especially true regarding her estranged father. Because of this life re-frame, Hannah mended her broken heart by discovering forgiveness and peace. Personally, I was moved by this personal account of deep change through divine spirit and I have no doubt that many readers will share this sentiment.


Roy L. Hill, PsyD, author of Psychology and the Near Death Experience: Searching for God


Dying to Be Free is an astutely written autobiographical novel which captivates the reader from the first pages… (Hannah Robinson’s) vivid narration of NDE is perfectly coupled with a powerful journey towards spirituality… The book is a lighthouse in the dark clouded sea, reminding us that nothing is predefined for any of us. The book is an excellent paradigm of Joseph Campbell’s words; none of us lives the life that we intended. The author vividly reminds us that our life’s path is revealed to us through errors, challenges, pain and only if we allow ourselves to undertake and embrace such a quest will we be able to see and experience it. This is an inspirational book.


Nikolaos Souvlakis, MBACP Accred & Reg, MBPsS, IAFP, Researcher of Spirituality and Psychotropic Disorders, Psychologist, Psychotherapist


A gripping account of the author’s courageous struggles with her identity, the Catholic Church and a near-death experience. Hannah’s story has a healing message of love, hope and peace regarding what lies ahead of us all.


Anna Lubelska, Director of Spiritual England and Coordinator of the Peaceful Schools Movement


Bravely challenging the accepted secrecy over children of priests, the author shares her personal struggle of identity and the Near-Death Experience that ultimately saves her life.


Tracy Goza, PhD, author of I Heart Heaven: A Psychotherapist’s Biblical Validation for Near-Death Experiences


Hannah Robinson has written a truly moving narrative which encompasses the arc of her life and her search for answers… Hannah guides us from her initial rejection of organized religion to her realization of a higher spiritual directive which, unbeknownst to many of us, intersects all of our lives. Hannah illustrates that by examining the trials we suffer through and researching the experiences of others we can come to a rational comprehension of a Divine Spirituality… Hannah’s experience is the epitome of the saying that truth can set you free.


Brian Foster, Spiritist blog at nwspiritism.com, author of What Really Happens During Near Death Experiences, According to Spiritism
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What if you slept? And what if, in your sleep, you dreamed? And what if, in your dream, you went to heaven and there plucked a strange and beautiful flower? And what if, when you awoke, you had that flower in your hand? Ah, what then?


– SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE







To learn how to die is to learn how to live; to learn how to live is to learn how to act not only in this life, but in the lives to come. To transform yourself truly and learn how to be reborn as a transformed being to help others is really to help the world in the most powerful way of all.


– SOGYAL RINPOCHE







The Committee is concerned about the situation of children born of Catholic priests, who, in many cases, are not aware of the identity of their fathers… The Committee recommends that the Holy See assess the number of children born of Catholic priests, find out who they are and take all the necessary measures to ensure the rights of these children to know and to be cared for by their fathers, as appropriate. The Committee also recommends that the Holy See ensure that churches no longer impose confidentiality agreements when providing mothers with financial plans to support their children


– UNITED NATIONS







If a priest comes to me and tells me that he has gotten a woman pregnant… I remind him that the natural law comes before his right as a priest… just as that child has a right to his mother, he has the right to the face of his father.


– JORGE, CARDINAL BERGOGLIO, CURRENTLY POPE FRANCIS, 2013–PRESENT









For my amazing mother








Foreword


Hannah first contacted me in December 2013 and was trying to make sense of an experience she had when she sustained multiple injuries after falling while on holiday in Tenerife. Hannah is not alone; since I began my research into NDEs over twenty years ago I have received thousands of emails from people who are in a similar situation of trying to understand such a transcendent experience that occurred during life threatening circumstances.


From her email, it was apparent that she already had some insight into her experience and realised that it was an NDE but needed some confirmation or validation. She described classic components of the NDE along with some apparent ongoing life changes that have occurred since her fall. There are many misconceptions about NDEs and many people wrongly assume that an NDE is merely a case of perhaps having an out of body experience and then travelling down a dark tunnel towards a bright light. NDEs are far more complex than that and involve many after-effects both physical and psychological, as well as drastic changes in values and relationships with others.


This book is not just about Hannah’s NDE but also about her (non-existent) relationship with her father. The first chapter gives a background to how she never understood her father’s rejection of her and how she had always hoped that one day he would show his love for her. Sadly, this was never to happen and Hannah was deeply affected by this and even more so by the secrecy surrounding her existence in his life which had far-reaching implications that reverberated in Hannah’s behaviour in the years leading up to her NDE. However, Hannah’s NDE initiated a renewed perspective on the situation which has given her the strength to accept his rejection and she is now able to respond with compassion.


Like many NDEs, Hannah’s began with a feeling of disbelief about what was happening – surely she wasn’t really leaving her body?? Without giving too much away about Hannah’s account of her experience, she described it as a wonderful experience; she didn’t want to leave that feeling of unconditional love and peace. By the time she had been taken to hospital she started to regain consciousness. Whilst Hannah was lapsing in and out of consciousness the doctor called her name and it grounded her in this reality, and the NDE began to diminish. She then fought against regaining consciousness because she wanted to continue with what she was experiencing in this altered state of consciousness.


When she finally opened her eyes she was confused by the electric lighting as it was very different from the radiant, love-filled light that she was experiencing while unconscious. Interestingly, like many others I have spoken to, Hannah was sedated during the critical phase of hospital admission and was later able to make a clear distinction between the NDE and the experience of being sedated. NDEs are a heightened state of awareness that have often been described to me by others as being “realer than real” or “true reality”; nothing like the dull, sometimes confusional experiences evoked by some drugs administered.


Hannah’s account of her time spent in a foreign hospital is insightful and reiterates how important non-verbal communication is. While lying in bed frightened about what was going on, Hannah described how reassuring and helpful it was when the nurse held her hand reinforcing the importance of touch and compassion; there are no language barriers to meeting our basic human needs. The stages of Hannah’s recovery highlight how we can take simple things for granted. She describes how wonderful her first meal tasted, how it felt to have her hair washed and how receiving cards from her friends reiterated how loved she is. She became acutely aware of the kindness of others and how she’d not really noticed this before, and how grateful she was to all of the hospital staff in their efforts to save her life.


Issues that arise for many patients who have been critically ill concern subjective experiences of nightmares and difficulty in sleeping, and Hannah too describes these. She knew these were different to the NDE and she desperately wanted to talk about the NDE but was afraid to mention it to the nurses and doctors in case they put it down to her losing her sanity or the experience just being a hallucination. She tried to explain about the NDE to her mother but, as is usually the case in those who have never even heard of these experiences, it was difficult for her to identify with and understand what her daughter was trying so hard to communicate to her.


When she had been discharged home the NDE took second place to the depression she experienced as she came to terms with the feelings of guilt evoked by the events around her fall. The enormity of what had happened hit hard which was helped by the counselling received and eventually the depression lifted.


As part of understanding her NDE, Hannah began reading accounts of other people’s NDEs which were a big help. These well-known cases of NDEs were insightful and crucial for her integration process. Many NDE accounts she read conveyed the importance of unconditional love and Hannah realised that she hadn’t loved herself up until the point of her NDE. Then began the life changes; her attitude to spirituality changed and her previous beliefs were all instantaneously discarded as a result of what she experienced during her NDE and she began asking all sorts of questions.


Like many others who have had an NDE, Hannah too found that her experience had opened her up to a greater ‘psychic awareness’ and further in the book she describes an experience that resulted in her returning home earlier than planned and finding her mother seriously unwell and requiring hospitalisation.


The long-term effects of Hannah’s NDE have been far reaching and have included a much-improved relationship with her mother. Her life has completely changed and she believes that her NDE has now given her life meaning, direction and purpose. When she was in hospital she knew that she wanted to go to university to study and she has done exactly that. Hannah now works as an art teacher and has trained to be a counsellor. She met her future husband and they married and now have three children; all of whom she is very proud.


An extremely important stage of Hannah’s recovery appeared to happen when she met a counsellor who had an understanding of spirituality. Hannah later became aware of a support group for others who were in a similar situation to Hannah with their fathers. She felt a sense of community and realised that she was not alone and not the only person to be rejected by their father. Reading the accounts of others who were in a similar position was very helpful especially as her new insights gained from her NDE were beginning to have a positive influence on the situation.


Coming to terms with an NDE is a process that can take many years and in some cases decades. The life changes can be so drastic that it can impact on relationships with others in ways both positive and negative. There are also healing effects of an NDE and this appears to be happening with the situation with Hannah and her father. The NDE has given Hannah the strength to understand the rejection of her father, and the self-love she developed from her NDE has given her the ability to cope with this. As she has mentioned, this is a work in progress but she is now able to apply compassion to her situation. Thus the NDE has helped foster a loving response towards her father which has been very therapeutic.


This is a wonderful example of a life transformed after an NDE. Hannah says in the beginning of this book that she now considers the life threatening accident to be the best thing that ever happened to her. I have heard this so many times from other people who feel that their lives too have been changed by their NDE. Hannah wants to communicate this renewed perspective of life and her new understanding that we are all in charge of our own destiny to others – especially her children. She now applies these new insights she has gained and makes positive, conscious life choices.


Not only has writing this book has been cathartic for Hannah, it has also conveyed a very inspiring story of healing and transformation that we can all take heed of. She is in the process of finding meaning and a deeper understanding of the relationship with her father and as a result of her NDE is now making peace with the situation. Her underlying message is that ultimately everything is about love; how wonderful our world would be if everyone realised this.


Dr Penny Sartori, author of The Wisdom of Near-Death Experiences





Introduction


In January 1998, I was injured in an accident, sustaining life threatening multiple injuries. During the many months of healing and recovery that followed, I often felt that my life had been cataclysmically shattered and that I would never feel happy or at peace again. But now, seventeen years on, I see the accident as the best thing that ever happened to me. It was a catalyst for a series of changes and life events, amazing and excruciating in equal measure, that stand out as turning points in a life-transforming journey.


There are two facts inextricably bound up with all this that I should mention at the outset. The first is that in 1978 my father chose to become a Catholic priest, omitting to tell anyone arranging his ordination that he’d just separated from my mother and had a one month old baby daughter (me). He embarked on a plan to keep me a secret, which he still tries to uphold to this day. The second fact is that directly after the accident, while still ‘unconscious’, I had what has become known as a near-death experience. I am very aware of how much scepticism surrounds the reporting of near-death experiences, or NDEs as I’ll call them from now on, and in writing my account I am in no way seeking to prove the true nature or validity of them. I am just hoping to share my story as truthfully and accurately as possible. I now see that these two facts, my father’s actions and my NDE, are interconnected and I hope to deepen my understanding of how and why this is through the process of writing, while also sharing my experience as I now realise there are people out there who have been through a similar thing and might benefit from knowing they are not alone.


During the darkest times, other people’s accounts of how NDEs had transformed their lives often kept me going and gave me hope. I would now like to add to that literature, and if my book helps just one person in a similar way I’ll be very happy. The most inspirational NDE account I’ve read and one that has massively helped me have the courage to speak up has been Anita Moorjani’s, in her book Dying To Be Me: My Journey from Cancer, to Near Death, to True Healing. Her words helped me find the courage to start writing this book, although in some ways the idea of it being published is terrifying, not least because my mother and I have received veiled threats over the years from my father, warning us not to upset his web of secrecy, or “great losses will result”. These threats will be discussed in more detail later on.


I have always found the conflict between the civilised and rational letters from Catholic priests known to me at odds with the actuality of their behaviour. I am hoping that by including many of the letters in this book, the true nature of the situation will come to the fore. Having been handed snippets of information throughout my life, and at times being given letters from people involved years after they were written, so that the emotions they evoke in me do not occur at the time of the described actions, it makes a coherent timeline of events and reactions sometimes hard to envisage. Therefore I feel my perception and the true nature of everything that happened from my conception to now is blurred and has gaps. I am hoping that by using the letters I have been given from my father, senior priests and a cardinal as primary source information, they will act as building blocks for me to piece together the rest of the years as accurately as possible.


I have no wish to hurt anyone through my writing or to produce a sensational exposé so will change all relevant names, not because I’m protecting my father and the Catholic Church but because I want to write the book from a place of love that studies all actions to gain understanding and not revenge. That said, I feel very strongly that I no longer want to be silenced and that it is the right time to explore and be honest about my own life without censor.


Note to reader: My use of the word “God” throughout this book also stands for every other name for God that there is, for the most powerful universal power. I don’t mean, through use of the word “God”, to confine words solely in the Christian tradition; I mean the term to symbolise the greatest power that there is, inclusively.





Chapter One



Early Years


I met my father for the first time when I was fourteen. It was Autumn, a time of year I’ve always looked forward to: the darkening evenings and crisp mornings heralding the exciting run-up to Christmas.


Between September 1989 and July 1996 I lived at a boarding school in the countryside during the week, having gained a scholarship there when I was eleven, going home to South East London most weekends. It was the school who organised a counsellor to come with me to meet my father, James Carson, for the first time. It was suggested to me by school staff that I shouldn’t broadcast the news of my heritage, but to be circumspect in revealing my father’s job to any of my friends, a task I agonised about, wanting to share the information so my friends and I could talk about it but unsure of what might happen if I did. In the end I decided to just confide in my best friend.


During the days before the first meeting, my wider group of friends (who knew I was going to meet my father for the first time but understood him to be a lecturer not a priest) and I eagerly discussed probable outcomes of the meeting. They offered various opinions such as,


“He’ll probably cry when he sees you.”


“It will be like it is on television, where the two relatives who’ve never met before run towards each other, crying.”


“He’ll really love you and wish he’d got to know you sooner.”


Buoyed up by the fantasy we’d created and daydreaming about various positive outcomes, I eagerly looked forward to the meeting and was very glad when the day arrived. The counsellor chosen by the school wasn’t qualified, but was the husband of a teacher who had an interest in psychology. Looking back, it might have been better if he had been a ‘she’, as I had trouble trusting men, perhaps due to the absence of my father. Nevertheless, the nuns at the school were very kind to me and did their best, and I know the choice of counsellor was made with kindness. Psychologist Dr Linda Nielsen writes, “The quality of a daughter’s relationship with her father is always affecting her relationships with men – either in good ways or in bad ways… When a woman doesn’t trust men, can’t maintain an ongoing relationship, doesn’t know how to communicate, or is co-dependent, this is probably because her relationship with her father lacked trust and/or communication.” This was definitely true of me at that point.


I’ll come back to the first meeting with my father soon but first I think it’s worth looking more deeply at the events which led up to it. At the age of two I had no idea that most people at least knew or knew of their father. I was perfectly happy with my mother and, as children do, just accepted that everything was how it should be. When I was about three I must have become aware that there were such things as fathers, as I remember asking my mum if one of her male friends was my father. My mother never had another serious relationship after my father left her so there was never a man living with us as I grew up.


As I grew older and became more inquisitive, noticing that everyone else I knew spent time with their fathers even if their parents were divorced, I asked more questions and was told my father was a university lecturer who lived in London. The drive to find out who he really was ballooned at this point until I felt I simply must know, as not knowing was too painful. Professor Patricia Casey says of priests’ children who don’t know the identity of their father, “It seems the big issue is the secret of it. Even if they are misled they might have a sense that something is not quite right.”1 During a weekend home from school at the age of twelve I must have been particularly persistent and curious as it was then that my mum told me he was a Catholic priest. I went back to school feeling very confused, feeling this was not quite right but not knowing why. I was in no doubt that this was a secret I should keep largely to myself.


My mother, Emma, was born in 1943, the fourth of five children, and grew up in a traditional Catholic household in Surrey. Her mother was a headmistress and her father an accountant; I think it would be fair to say that she and her brother and sisters all recall their childhood differently, some have happy memories, others not so much. The Catholic Church played a huge part in her upbringing, and she and her siblings all became involved with it throughout their lives to varying degrees.


My mother met my father in the common room of a London university where they were both studying, she for a theology degree and James in a seminary with the view to becoming a priest. They were in a relationship for around two years, during which time my father told my mother he was considering not becoming a priest. Opinions about whether their relationship was ethical or moral will obviously vary greatly. My father was not a priest at the time although he was in training – two of my mother’s flatmates were also in relationships with men destined for the priesthood, but both these men left the seminary, married their girlfriends, had children and remain married to this day. Was my mother wrong for getting together with my father? Was my father wrong for getting into a relationship with my mother? I don’t think there are any definitive answers to these questions as different conclusions can be drawn depending on which belief system you judge them by, for example perhaps devout Catholics would feel differently about it than non-Catholics. Anita Moorjani made an interesting point when she said, “anything that is ‘true’ has to be universal – in that, it has to apply to everyone, and not leave anyone out. Any religion that only applies to some and not others is not ‘true’. Truth applies to all.”2


I think my mother and father’s individual motives for getting into the relationship probably come closest to right and wrong choices. Their reactions after it was discovered that my mother was pregnant with me probably point to their different intentions; my mother seemed genuinely in love with my father and was hurt by his reaction, whereas he immediately distanced himself from her, indicating, perhaps, that the situation was alright with him (a last hurrah?) as long as it was problem free.
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