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  Introduction

  We must all die; we are like water spilled on the ground, which cannot be gathered up

  2 Samuel 14:14

  A Bridge to the Other Side is a collection of articles and traditional folk tales that deal with our feelings about and attitudes towards Death, both our own death and that of those nearest and dearest to us. The study of how ancient peoples understood and responded to death can add to our own understanding and selfdevelopment, and this is what led to the writing of this book.

  A bridge between earth and heaven, this world and the next, features in the mythology of many different peoples. For example, in Norse legends, Bifrost or Bilrost is a burning rainbow bridge between Midgard, the world, and Asgard, the realm of the gods. The bridge is known as Bilrost in the Poetic Edda; compiled in the 13th century from earlier traditional sources, and as Bifrost in the Prose Edda; written in the 13th century by Snorri Stureuson. Both the Poetic Edda and the Prose Edda alternately refer to the bridge as Asbru (Old Norse & sirs' "bridge"). The Persians believed in a bridge between earth and paradise too. In his prayers the penitent in his confession would say: "I am wholly without doubt in the existence of the Mazdayagnian faith; in the coming of the resurrection of the latter body; in the stepping over the bridge Chinvat; as well as in the continuance of paradise."

  Over the midst of the Moslem hell stretches the bridge Es-Sirat, "finer than a hair and sharper than the edge of a sword." In the Lyke-Wake Dirge of the English north-country, they sang of "The Brig of Dread, Na braider than a thread." In Borneo the passage for souls to heaven is across a long tree; it is scarcely practicable to any except those who have killed a man. In Burma, among the Karens, they tie strings across the rivers, for the ghosts of the dead to pass over to their graves. In Java, a bridge leads across the abyss to the dwelling-place of the gods; the evil-doers fall into the depths below. Among the Esquimaux the soul crosses an awful gulf over a stretched rope, until it reaches the abode of "the great female evil spirit below the sea." The Ojibways cross to paradise on a great snake, which serves as a bridge. The Choctaw bridge is a slippery pine-log. The South American Manacicas cross on a wooden bridge. Among many of the American tribes, the Milky Way is the bridge to the other world.

  ... The Slavs believed in a pathway or road which led to the other world; it was both the rainbow (as in the Gothic legends) and the Milky Way; and, since the journey was long, they put boots into the coffin, (for it was made on foot,) and coins to pay the ferrying across a wide sea, even as the Greeks expected to be carried over the Styx by Charon. This abode of the dead, at the end of this long pathway, was an island, a warm, fertile land, called Buyau. And in their effort to restore the dead men to the happy island-home, the heavenly land, beyond the water, the Norsemen actually set their dead heroes afloat in boats on the open ocean (Taken from Ragnarok: The Age of Fire and Gravel, by Ignatius Donnelly [1883]. Pp. 386-387 {scanned at sacred-texts.com, December, 2001}).

  What can be seen from this is that the euphemistic idiom to "cross over" is an apt one, and it also explains what led me to choose the title for this book.

  

  Where the Secret Lies

  Asking which direction to take serves no purpose

  There is only one, the one towards your death,

  And what matters is what you do on that path

  Whose lives you touch in a beneficial way

  And the way you spend the time you have been blessed with

  In other words, how you prepare for the only destiny that knowingly awaits you

  As to how you can make the most of the time you have left—

  Paradoxically by leaving this reality more often than you do

  And by spending more of it with your true teacher and helpers

  Where there are no distorting mirrors and you can receive the truth direct

  Not channelled into the words you would rather hear

  And that would enable you to justify carrying on as you are

  Instead of bringing about the changes that are needed.


  Death - the Partner that Waits for All of Us

  "Living with the immediacy of death helps you sort out your

  priorities in life.

  It helps you to live a less trivial life."

  Sogyal Rinpoche.

  In an age when keeping death at bay seems to have become an obsession for many of us, judging by the array of anti-ageing products and treatment now available on the market, a story about someone who chooses to embrace it comes as something of a surprise. Yet there are those for whom it may well appear to be the most attractive option:

  Death the Sweetheart

  There was once a pretty young girl with no husband, no father, no mother, and no brothers. In fact, no family at all: they were all dead and gone. She lived alone in a hut at the end of the village; and no one came near her, and she never went near anyone either. She kept herself to herself. One evening a goodly wanderer came to her, opened the door, and cried, 'I'm a wanderer, and I've travelled far in this world. Here will I rest; I can no further go.' The maiden said, 'Stay here then. I will give you a mattress to sleep on, and, if you like, something to eat and drink too.' The goodly wanderer soon lay down and said, 'Now once again I sleep; it's so long since I slept last:' 'How long?' asked the girl; and he answered, 'Dear maid, I sleep but one week in a thousand years.' The girl laughed and said, 'You're joking, surely?' But the wanderer was already fast asleep and did not answer.

  Early next morning he arose and this is what he said to her. 'You're a pretty young girl and, if it pleases you, I'll stay here a whole week longer.' She gladly agreed, for already she loved the goodly wanderer. So once they were sleeping, and she roused him and said, 'Dear man, I dreamt such an evil dream. I dreamt you'd grown cold and white, and we drove in a beautiful carriage, drawn by six white birds. You blew on a mighty horn; then dead folk came up and went with us—you were their king.' Then, answered the goodly wanderer, 'That was an evil dream.' Straightway he got up and said, 'Beloved, I must go, for not a soul has died this long while in the whole world. I must be off, let me go.' But the girl wept. 'Don't go away; stay with me.' 'I must go,' he answered, 'God keep you.' But, as he gave her his hand, she said sobbing, 'Tell me, dear man, who are you then' 'Who knows that dies,' said the wanderer, 'so you ask in vain; I don't dare tell you who I am.' Then the girl wept and said, 'I don't care what happens to me and I'm prepared for anything, only do tell me who you are, please. Do me this one last favour.' 'Good,' said the man,' 'then you come with me because I'm Death.' And nobody ever saw or heard of her again.

  Adapted from a Transylvanian-Roma story in Groome, F.H. (1899) Gypsy Folk Tales, London: Hurst & Blackett. Scanned, proofed and formatted at sacred-texts.com, December 2005, by John Bruno Hare. This text is in the public domain in the United States because it was published prior to 1923, and in the EU and other 'death+70' countries because the author died in 1902.

  Also known as 'Gypsies', the Roma are nomads who originated in India during the middle ages, and spread across a wide section of Eurasia, preserving a unique culture and language. The term Gypsy was applied to the Roma by outsiders, possibly in the mistaken belief that they were Egyptian in origin. Some people today take it to be pejorative, and at the very least its use is deprecated. Nevertheless, it is used widely in the literature, particularly in books now in the public domain, by scholars who cannot be construed as using it in a derogative sense.

  It is interesting to compare and contrast the Roma story with the lyrics of the traditional English folksong entitled "Death and the Lady", a version of which is presented below. For even though the lady in the song puts up a fight instead of succumbing willingly, her fate remains the same, as it does of course for all of us. The song was collected in 1946 by Francis M. Collison from Mr Baker of Maidstone, Kent, and published in Ralph Vaughan Williams and A.L. Lloyd's Penguin Book of English Folk Songs:

  

  Death and the Lady

  As I walked out one morn in May,

  The birds did sing and the lambs did play,

  The birds did sing and the lambs did play,

  I met an old man,

  I met an old man by the way.

  His head was bald, his beard was grey,

  His coat was of a myrtle shade,

  I asked him what strange countryman,

  Or what strange place,

  Or what strange place he did belong.

  "My name is Death, cannot you see?

  Lords, dukes and ladies bow down to me.

  And you are one of those branches three,

  And you fair maid,

  And you fair maid must come with me."

  "I'll give you gold and jewels rare,

  I'll give you costly robes to wear,

  I'll give you all my wealth in store,

  If you'll let me live,

  If you'll let me live a few years more."

  "Fair lady, lay your robes aside,

  No longer glory in your pride.

  And now, sweet maid, make no delay,

  Your time is come,

  Your time is come and you must away."

  And not long after this fair maid died;

  "Write on my tomb," the lady cried,

  "Here lies a poor distressed maid,

  Whom Death now lately,

  Whom Death now lately hath betrayed."


  A Sense of Humour Helps!

  A man goes into a doctor's surgery. The doctor says, "Oh, Mr. Jones! We have the results of your test. Do you want the bad news first or the very bad news?"

  The man shrugs and says, "Well I guess I'll have the bad news first."

  "Well the bad news is, you have 24 hours to live," the doctor replies.

  The man is distraught, "24 hours to live? That's horrible! What could be worse than that? What's the VERY bad news?"

  The doctor folds his hands and sighs, "The very bad news is...I've been trying to contact you to tell you since yesterday."

  

  Heaven and Hell

  One day while walking down the street a highly successful HR Manager was tragically hit by a bus and she died. Her soul arrived up in heaven where she was met at the Pearly Gates by St. Peter himself.

  "Welcome to Heaven," said St. Peter. "Before you get settled in though, it seems we have a problem. You see, strangely enough, we've never once had a Human Resources Manager make it this far and we're not really sure what to do with you."

  "No problem, just let me in," said the woman. "Well, I'd like to," replied St. Peter, "but I have higher orders. What we're going to do is let you have a day in Hell and a day in Heaven and then you can choose whichever one you want to spend an eternity in."

  "Actually, I think I've made up my mind, I prefer to stay in Heaven," said the woman.

  "Sorry, but we have rules and we have to follow them." And with that St. Peter put the executive in a lift and it went down-down-down to hell. The doors opened and she found herself stepping out onto the putting green of a beautiful golf course. In the distance was a country club and standing in front of her were all her friends—fellow executives that she had worked with, and they were all dressed in evening gowns and cheering for her. They ran up and kissed her on both cheeks and they talked about old times. They played an excellent round of golf and at night went to the country club where she enjoyed an excellent steak and lobster dinner. She met the Devil who was actually quite a nice bloke and she had a great time telling jokes and dancing. She was having such a good time that before she knew it, it was time to leave. Everybody shook her hand and waved good-bye as she got into the lift. The lift went up-up-up and opened back up at the Pearly Gates and she found St. Peter waiting for her.

  "Now it's time to spend a day in heaven," he said. So she spent the next 24 hours lounging around on clouds and playing the harp and singing. She had a great time and before she knew it her 24 hours were up and St. Peter came and got her. "So, you've spent a day in hell and you've spent a day in heaven. Now you must choose your eternity," he said. The woman paused for a second and then replied, "Well, I never thought I'd say this, I mean, Heaven has been really great and all, but I think I had a better time in Hell." So St. Peter escorted her to the lift and again she went down-down-down back to Hell.

  When the doors of the elevator opened she found herself standing in a desolate wasteland covered in rubbish and filth. She saw her friends were dressed in rags and were picking up the rubbish and putting it in sacks. The Devil came up to her and put his arm around her.

  "I don't understand," stammered the woman, "yesterday I was here and there was a golf course and a country club and we ate lobster and we danced and had a great time. Now all there is, is a wasteland of rubbish and all my friends look miserable."

  The Devil looked at her and smiled. "Yesterday we were recruiting you, today you're staff... "


  The Art of Necromancy

  Necromancy is a form of magic in which the practitioner seeks to summon the spirit of a deceased person, either as an apparition or ghost, or to raise them bodily, for the purpose of divination. Early necromancers, like shamans, called upon spirits such as the ghosts of ancestors. And according to Luck (2006), the way they addressed the dead, in "a mixture of high-pitch squeaking and low droning", bore similarities to the trance-state mutterings of shamans too.

  The oldest literary account of necromancy is in Homer's Odyssey, from around 700 BC (see Golden, 2006, p.808). Odysseus under the tutelage of Circe, a powerful sorceress, journeys to Hades, the Underworld, in an effort to raise the spirits of the dead using spells he learnt from her. His intention is to invoke and ask questions of the shade of Tiresias, to gain insight into the impending voyage home. He discovers, however, he is unable to summon the spirit without the assistance of others. In Homer's passage, there are many references to specific rituals associated with necromancy; the rites must be done at night and around a pit with fire. In addition, Odysseus has to follow a specific recipe, which included using sacrificial animals' blood for ghosts to drink, while he recites prayers to both the ghosts and gods of the underworld. In Greek Mythology the dead are referred to as living in the underworld, and the main form of necromancy involves heroes travelling to Hades and claiming souls.

  Rituals in necromancy involved magic circles, wands, talismans, bells, and incantations (see Guiley, 2006, p.215). Also, the necromancer would surround himself with morbid aspects of death, which often included wearing the deceased's clothing, consumption of unsalted, unleavened black bread and unfermented grape juice, which symbolised decay and lifelessness (ibid p.215). Necromancers even went as far as taking part in the mutilation and consumption of corpses (ibid p. 215). Rituals such as these could carry on for hours, days, even weeks leading up the summoning of spirits, and often took place in graveyards. Additionally, necromancers preferred summoning the recently departed, citing that their revelations were spoken more clearly; this timeframe usually consisted of 12 months following the death of the body (Lewis, 1999, p.201). Once this time period lapsed, necromancers would summon the deceased's ghostly spirit to appear instead.

  There are also many references to necromancers, called "bone-conjurers", in the Bible. The Book of Deuteronomy (XVIII 9–12) explicitly warns the Israelites against the Canaanite practice of divination from the dead:

  When thou art come into the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee, thou shalt not learn to do according to the abominations of those nations. There shall not be found among you any one who maketh his son or his daughter to pass through the fire, or who useth divination, or an observer of times, or an enchanter, or a witch, or a charmer, or a consulter with familiar spirits, or a wizard, or a necromancer. For all who do these things are an abomination unto the LORD, and because of these abominations the LORD thy God doth drive them out from before thee (KJV).

  This warning was not always heeded though: King Saul had the Witch of Endor invoke the shade of Samuel, from Sheol, using a magical amulet, for example.

  The Witch of Endor called up the ghost of the prophet Samuel, at the demand of King Saul in the First Book of Samuel, chapter 28:3–25. After Samuel's death and burial with due mourning ceremonies, Saul had driven out all necromancers and magicians from Israel. But then, in a bitter irony, after he received no answer from God as to his best course of action against the assembled forces of the Philistines, anonymously and in disguise, Saul sought out the witch. Following the orders of the king, the woman summons the ghost of Samuel, to give Saul advice, but he is disappointed. For after complaining of being woken up from his long sleep, the prophet's ghost berates Saul for disobeying God, and predicts his downfall, together with his whole army, in battle the next day, and adds that Saul and his sons will then join him in the abode of the dead. The next day the army is defeated and Saul commits suicide after being wounded

  We know that necromancy, or the consultation of the dead, was widespread among ancient Near Eastern people, and in the Old Testament it is referred to several times: in several Pentateuchal prohibitions; in the infamous story of Saul at Endor mentioned above (the only narrative account); in the summary of Manasseh's sin and of Josiah's reform, and twice in Isiah (see Johnston, 2002, p.150). Many scholars suggest that necromancy was more widespread in Israel than the Old Testament record indicates to be the case, until the great reforms first of Hezekiah in the eighth century and then particularly of Josiah in the seventh. Until then Israelite religion was much less uniform than the Old Testament implies, and included many practices which were later to be rejected (ibid p.153).

  The Hebrew word 'ôḇ can be translated as medium, ghost, or 'ventriloquist (engastrimuthos), and the Talmud states that mediums hid air bags in their armpits to produce a hissing sound which was then attributed to the dead' (Johnston, 2002, p.161). This suggests that a demonstrative ritual of a séance was often performed by practitioners of the art.

  The Talmud, a central text for mainstream Judaism, makes mention of two kinds of necromancy, one in which the dead was raised by naming him, the other in which he was questioned by means of a skull. It is unlikely, however, that they were still employed by the Middle Ages as the references to them do not carry conviction. Other methods seem to have been more popular, such as the practice of two friends covenanting that the first to die would return to reveal the secrets of the celestial realm to the other. He might do so in a dream, but he could also appear during waking hours. Other methods described in the sources included:

  1. "incantations" at the grave, which were apparently not favoured, for the word lahash usually denotes a forbidden type of magic; 2. spending the night on the grave, clothed in a distinctive garment and burning spices and incense while waving a myrtle wand, "until one hears an exceedingly faint voice from the grave responding to his questions, so faint that it seems hardly to be sensed by the ear, but rather to exist in his thoughts"; this method was also frowned upon for it was included in the forbidden category of magic which depends solely upon "the performance of an act" for its results; 3. "A man and a woman station themselves at the head and foot of a grave, and on the earth between them they set a rattle, which they strike while they recite a secret invocation; then while the woman looks on the man puts the questions, and the deceased reveals the future to them"; 4. a method which seems to have been acceptable, for it invoked the dead by means of angelic names: "Stand before the grave and recite the names of the angels of the fifth camp of the first firmament, and hold in your hand a mixture of oil and honey in a new glass bowl, and say, 'I conjure you, spirit of the grave, NeAinah, who rests in the grave upon the bones of the dead, that you accept this offering from my hand and do my bidding; bring me N son of N who is dead, and make him stand erect and speak with me without fear, and have him tell me the truth without fear, and I shall not be afraid of him; let him answer the question which I shall put to him'; and the deceased will immediately appear. But if he doesn't, repeat this invocation a second time, and if necessary, a third. When he appears place the bowl before him, and converse with him. Hold a myrtle wand in your hand." [Myrtle, hazel and hawthorn are the types of wood favoured in magic, and most often prescribed for the indispensable magician's staff, the divining-rod, the witch's broomstick, etc.]. (Trachtenberg, 1939, Chapter XIV)

  Although Israelite life and faith were centred on the present life and relating to Yahweh in the here and now, and Death was regarded very much as the end of this life, rather than the start of the next as was the case among other ancient Near Eastern peoples (see Johnston, 2002, p.65), we are offered some hope of an afterlife. For we learn that one day Yahweh will truly deliver his people. Those who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and contempt (see Dan. 12:2). We are also told that the dead shall live and sing for joy once more (see Is. 26:19). But no further details are provided.

  Norse mythology also contains examples of necromancy (Ruickbie, 2004, p.48), such as the scene in the Völuspá in which Odin summons a seeress from the dead to tell him of the future. In Grógaldr, the first part of Svipdagsmál, the hero Svipdag summons his dead Völva mother, Groa, to cast spells for him. In Hrólf Kraki's saga, the half-elven princess Skuld was very skilled in witchcraft (seiðr), and this to the point that she was almost invincible in battle. When her warriors fell, she made them rise again to continue fighting.

  Many medieval writers believed resurrection was impossible without the assistance of the Christian God. They translated the practice of divination as conjuring demons who took the appearance of spirits. The practice became known explicitly as demonic magic and was condemned by the Roman Catholic Church.
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  Like an Ocean is this World

  The following poem, by Hovhannes Erzingatzi (b: 1260), is taken from Boyajian's 1916 collection entitled Armenian Legends and Poems

  LIKE an ocean is this world;

  None undrenched may cross that ocean.

  My ship too its sails unfurled,

  Ere I knew it was in motion.

  Now we draw towards the land,

  And I fear the sea-board yonder: —

  Lest the rocks upon the strand

  Break and tear our planks asunder.

  I will pray God that He raise

  From the shore a breeze to meet us,

  To disperse this gloomy haze,

  That a happy land may greet us.

  Reference
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  The Bride in her Grave

  Rabbi Yisroel (Israel) ben Eliezer (1698-1760), often called Baal Shem Tov or Besht, was a Jewish mystical rabbi and is regarded by many to be the founder of Hasidic Judaism. The title Baal Shem Tov is usually translated into English as "Master of the Good Name", although it is more correctly understood as a combination of Baal Shem ("Master of the [Divine] Name") and Tov (an honorific epithet to the man).

  The little biographical information that is known about Besht is so interwoven with legends of miracles that in many cases it is hard to arrive at the historical facts. From the numerous stories connected with his birth it appears that his parents were poor, upright, and pious. When he was orphaned, his community cared for him. At school, he distinguished himself only by his frequent disappearances, being always found in the lonely woods surrounding the place, rapturously enjoying the beauties of nature. What follows is one of the many supposedly true stories about his exploits.

  * * *

  In time the whole world grew to know of the wisdom and power of the Baal Shem Tov, and from all corners of the Carpathians, followers came to him. Often he went on journeys to far places to which the Will had called him.

  Once on a Wednesday night Rabbi Israel arose and said, "I must go away for the Sabbath." He went into the barn and harnessed his horse.

  Several of his followers sprang after him and begged that he take them with him. But he allowed only a few of them to come into his wagon.

  "Where will we hold Sabbath?" they said.

  "In Berlin, in the house of a wealthy Jew."

  Though they knew that with swiftest horses it took more than a week to reach Berlin, they did not question the Rabbi, for the Master was not confined in the bonds of time or of space.

  The Baal Shem let his little horse walk slowly along a byway all that evening, and at midnight the wagon stopped before a tavern.
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