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FOREWORD



FOR THE LAST TEN YEARS, SINCE SERIOUS RESEARCH ON THE MATTER OF Near Death Experience began, remarkable—and for many—unexpected facts and theories have come to light. We know now that when we die we enter a tunnel, that we are often accompanied on this journey by a “being,” and that it is a journey from which we don’t want to return, and never would if not urged to do so by the “being.”


The researchers in the field have been, up to this point, people like myself who have been through the experience of NDE, and doctors like Melvin Morse and Raymond Moody, who have based their findings and beliefs on their own experiences, the experiences of their patients and their colleagues’ patients. Now Pierre Jovanovic, a reporter, a man whose professional training teaches him to be always skeptical, has given us a look at this field from a new perspective—a journalist’s investigative report into the existence of guardian angels.


Pierre told me that his interest began when he encountered a seemingly unexplainable phenomenon; and as a reporter—a digger for facts—he felt he had to arrive at a true answer. He had been saved by death or at least by serious injury by literally being pushed by an unseen force out of the way of a bullet speeding at him. Was it real? he asked himself. Was it his imagination? Was it coincidence? So almost reluctantly Pierre found himself drawn deeper into the investigation of this phenomenon.


Driven by an urgent need to understand, he began a spiritual inquiry by beginning to explore angel experiences and the nature of angels. He interviewed people who made it their life work to explore the phenomenon of near death experience, investigated the lives of saints, and arranged to interrogate stigmatics from their sick beds.


Out of the jumble of raw data came his account of an investigative reporter’s search for the who, what, why, when, and where of angels and their appearances to mostly unassuming individuals throughout the centuries.


Pierre told me that he concluded after all his research that angels are real, very powerful and often very funny. It is my firm belief that no one will be able to read this book without being moved—and changed—in some fundamental way.


—Betty J. Eadie
Author of Embraced by the Light





CHAPTER 1


Of the Angels’ Influence
on Daily Life


ONE AFTERNOON IN AUGUST 1988, AT FREMONT IN THE HEART OF Silicon Valley, I had just ended a visit to the assembly plant of Grid portable computers. My lady friend and I hopped into our rental car, and after hunting for ten minutes or so we finally found Highway 880, to take us back to San Francisco. On the highway everything seemed normal and calm. It was a sunny day, and not being the driver I looked at the big rigs we were passing, so American with all their shiny chrome, and suddenly, without thinking, I flung myself to the left. One second later a bullet pierced the windshield, smack in the middle of the passenger side. My side. An hour later, with a statement (obligatory for the insurance) from the Highway Police, who assured us that it was a relatively common (sic) incident of sniper fire, I was wondering why I had flung myself to the left before the bullet hit the windshield. Later, while talking with other journalists, I discovered that I wasn’t the only one to experience this sort of phenomenon. Other colleagues—reporters or press photographers—told me how at the very moment of inevitable death something inexplicable had saved their lives, some million-to-one shot. And most of them explained to me that time had suddenly stood still, and they had begun to see their whole lives unfold, as if “outside of time.” An inexplicable phenomenon, so they tuck it away in a corner of memory. But the memory pops up again when some other person talks about such matters: “Listen, something just like that happened to me in Lebanon,” or Iraq, or wherever.


I too forgot. But then after an investigation of life after death, I couldn’t help connecting near death experience with these anecdotes from reporters, photographers, and pilots saved in extremis by an unexplained voice or event. What they all had in common was either “time standing still” or their “lives unfolding in three dimensions,” and sometimes both. So I dug deeper into near-death experiences, or near-life, if you prefer. An interview with the French Doctor Devawrin would convince me definitively: that physician had written his thesis in medicine on this subject from a particularly propitious observation post, the resuscitation unit at the hospital in Garches,1 which receives serious accidents from the belt highways that ring Paris. To carry it further, I even proposed this topic during an editorial conference at the Quotidien de Paris, and it was accepted. This time, the inquiry into NDE became a prominent theme. I really wanted to know just what happened at the moment of death. After a few weeks of investigation, I was more than disturbed: accepting the principle of a life after death following this inquiry, I was confronted by a dilemma. If life did not cease with death, then the religious texts I had considered tall tales by bearded and boring old men were not so silly after all. I was plenty upset. Before that article, the Resurrection of Christ meant no more to me than a long weekend thanks to the Easter holiday. But in the end what do all these near death experiences represent, if not stories of modern resurrection? That bothered me so much that I did what everybody does. I preferred to forget about it. It required too much thought, and Catholic dolorism—deep and constant meditation on pain and death—had always horrified me.


But it all came crashing down on me again one night when I heard a song by Jean-Louis Murat about his guardian Angel. Stupidly I asked myself if I had a guardian Angel too, and the idea seemed as foolish as it was romantic. But less than an hour later, in a bookstore, I came across a book on Angels, entirely by chance. The topic piqued my interest, a purely intellectual interest, of course. But the deeper I plunged into the subject, the more the omens leapt out at me, in a chain of unlikely coincidences. That first question had lit the fuse of a bomb that would cost me a fortune in book money. Little by little I got the feeling that an invisible dialogue had begun between this supposed Angel and myself, a dialogue that Jung called synchronicity. It was not a matter of conversation in the strict meaning of the word, but more exactly of signs that make sense to you and no one else. Another example: one day I was walking home, trying to dismiss this angel business from my mind and I said to myself “I should stop believing in those stupidities.” At that very second, a screeching of brakes broke into my thoughts. I had come within a hair of being run down. The truck stopped within six inches of by body. It was a florist’s van. Its name: Michel-Ange Fleurs; its make: Renault 4L, ie., four wings. Unbelievable, to be run down by a MichelAngelo Florist at the vey moment when I was, once again, trying to dismiss the idea that the Angels can exist . . .


The first time, you tell yourself it was only an accident. The second time, when someone gives you a book about the theme of Angels in art, you think it’s a real coincidence. The third time, you receive a letter that begins “You were my guardian Angel” from someone you knew long before your sudden preoccupation, and you tell yourself that it’s an incredible simultaneity. The fourth time leaves you speechless. After the tenth time, you surrender, and after the twentieth you start talking seriously to your Angel. From then on, the Angel’s responses take you by surprise on a street corner, in a book, from a person or a letter or a phone call. I remember one day I answered the phone and at the other end a person I guessed was quite old asked me if she had reached the Church of Saint Mary of the Angels. I was dumbstruck.


Later on the Angel falls into the permanent habit of “talking” to you, always by interposed signs. Sometimes Cartesian rationality calls you to order, and once again you wonder sincerely if you haven’t gone mad, if you’re not seeing signs and omens where none exist. You even begin to doubt your own mental health. And just at that point an even more impressive omen literally stuns you. Exactly that happened to me in 1990 at Las Vegas, where Paris had sent me to cover the Comdex, a great convention all about computers. More than ever I “doubted,” thinking I was out of my mind. One morning I was walking along the “Strip” when a cross on the “strip” caught my eye. This was my fifth trip to Las Vegas, but I had never noticed a church before. Just out of curiosity I approached, wondering what a church would be like in this capital of gambling and prostitution. When I read its name, “Guardian Angel Cathedral, Bishop of Nevada,” I stood paralyzed for a full minute. Turns out it is the only church of that name in the United States.


Still, the more the signs came to me the less I believed, stubbornly insisting that it was all pure coincidence. And yet one day I thought I had really gone crazy. In a secondhand bookstore I found a magnificent Latin missal of the 19th century, called the “Missal of the Angels.” Wanting to date it, and especially to learn more about the author or authors of this illuminated work, I asked the archbishopric of Paris for the name of a librarian who might be able to shed some light on it. They offered the name of a monk, whose order I will not reveal here. By telephone he gave me an appointment for the following Sunday, after services. On that day, after a Mass celebrated by a priest who kept talking about Angels, I asked a monk to introduce me to Brother X. When he pointed him out to me, I discovered to my pleased surprise that it was the officiating priest, a man in his thirties with a smiling face and a slightly feminine air. He led me to his office, took the missal, examined it with a jeweler’s glass, and gave me some interesting information, warning me that this volume was new to him. I was not much further along. When I tried to turn him toward Angels, Brother X stopped me. He rose, indicating the end of the interview, and told me, “Angels, apparitions of the Virgin and other such stupidities I do not believe in.” It was the coup de grâce that I had unconsciously been awaiting; I slipped behind the wheel of my car wondering why I should believe in Angels when even an ordained priest did not.


And yet somewhere (an odd term, that “somewhere”: where?) this saddened me. I was attached, if not to my Angel at least to the idea of possessing one. And after that meeting it was as if he had vanished in a puff of smoke. It was the end of a beautiful, invisible friendship.


But we don’t shake off a guardian Angel so easily. That incident was a sort of boomerang, a revelation. The Angel behaves like a girl we have broken up with, who watches for us at the doorway of our apartment building. Three days later, as I left a restaurant where I had lunched with my friend Gerard Adamis and told him about the incident with the monk, the Angel awaited me, like a thunderbolt.


I slipped into Gerard’s Rolls-Royce and, as we started up, a cassette slipped out of the stereo (why hadn’t it slipped out on the way over? A mystery). I glanced at it mechanically and, stunned, I read the title “Saint Michel, the Archangel.” To my question about the cassette’s origin, Gerard Adamis answered that Sunday (and therefore the same day as my interview) after the Mass in Paris he had seen this cassette, a collection of sermons on the Archangel, and had picked it up for me, knowing my interest in the subject. But after hearing side A, fairly boring, he had forgotten to mention it to me. Out of curiosity, I switched it to Side B and punched Play. After some sounds of breathing, an energetic male voice filled the vehicle, and the first words struck me like a dagger. It was a direct answer to what the priest told me, and in his very words!


“I am not going to waste my time proving to you that there are angels,” the voice declaimed. “Open the Holy Scriptures to any page, and the evidence is abundant; it took all the stupidity of the progressives to reduce them to simplistic notions and I have no time to waste over such stupidities.”2


I never imagined that a priest would express himself so directly, calling his progressive colleagues “stupid.” It was quite funny and yet rather surprising. Worse yet, the sermon came from the church of Saint-Nicolas du Chardonnet, Parisian fief of the traditionalists, a movement about which I felt more than doubtful. But this voice spoke of Angels with so much poetry, faith and certainty that I was left dazed. It was a truly strange situation. Gerard Adamis, as astonished and fascinated as I was, had parked the car in the shade of a locust tree so we could listen comfortably to this sermon, halfway between a course in philosophy and a course in theology. Doubtless, the brother’s response had annoyed the “higher-ups;” doubtless it had made waves.


The synchronicity of this event plunged us into deep reflection. The priest who was an expert on missals, a progressive, had used the word “stupidity.”3 The priest on the tape used the same word in rebuking the progressives. . . . I couldn’t get over it. On the spot my faith in my own guardian Angel, which had dropped to zero, shot up. I had just discovered that Angels very much dislike being mistaken for wild dreams.


But wild stories of this kind, whose synchronicity seems regulated to the precise second, can only be explained by the power of Angels, no doubt delighted that anyone really cares about them. And yet I was disappointed not to find a work that offered “proofs” of their existence. These books always consist of commentaries based on Biblical texts (when and where Angels appear in Scripture), or of reported testimonies (“I was saved by an Angel”), or of speculative writings (on the sex of Angels, of course), sufficient for those who have faith; but utterly insufficient for those who believe in nothing, and meaningless to those who would like to believe but require a sort of material, palpable “demonstration.” In general, Angels are discussed either by the most nihil obstat sort of priests, or by New Age authors on channeling (“the Angel Saaparvada told me that . . .”), or by cabalists (invocations of the Spirits of Goodness), or by unknowns who had an “angelic” experience, or by academics and theologians, for the most part abstruse. To understand their work one needs a dictionary of theology. They all adduce interesting details, but few give me the feeling that they could convince a harried businessman, or someone who was groping, searching, but had no desire to entrust himself to a priest. The position of the last-named is simple: “The Church says that Angels exist, so we must believe in Angels,” according to the progressives who have not relegated them to the realm of outdated dogmas. Well, if there is any intellectual approach that gets my goat, it’s that one: the Church says that . . . The Church has proposed so many stupidities that we’ve reached the point of disbelief. Besides, didn’t they put the Grand Larousse Universel, one of the world’s great encyclopedia-dictionaries, on their Index?


So as a journalist I was looking for a book based on solid, strong foundations. But after much vain research, I had to yield to the evidence: that book did not exist. And yet my rational side insisted on finding material proofs of the existence of Angels and/or the testimony of people above all suspicion. Finally, after four years of reading in widely varied areas, I realized that I myself was capable of writing that book. But a problem rose immediately: how could I approach this topic from a journalistic angle, and conduct a multidisciplinary investigation, without making too much of a fool of myself as editor of a national daily? (I could imagine the comments of the press attachés: “Oh, that’s the idiot who believes in Angels,” etc.)


Another problem arose immediately: to be credible, this book must include many interviews in the United States, which would mean traveling all over the country. At just that moment Paris was sending me to California, which took care of the logistical problem. So I was able to meet with the most eminent specialists in Near Death Experiences, like Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, Professor Kenneth Ring, and Dr. Melvin Morse; and those on the various levels of consciousness, like Dr. John Lilly; on out-of-body experiences like Robert Monroe; and on Angels, like Terry Taylor; and complete the research I had begun in France.


Cross-checking these various domains brought me original and enlightening insights on Angels, absolutely unexpected and unforeseen, and supplied rather extraordinary testimony, sometimes overwhelming proofs, as we shall see in the chapter “Mystics and Angels.” I have only one hope: that the fruit of several years’ impassioned research may reconcile the reader with his guardian Angel, who is awaiting exactly that. Indeed, many are those (never mind the Confession) who consider God too remote, too inaccessible, and who hold Him responsible for horrors and injustices. On the other hand, the idea of possessing our own guardian Angel tempts us all the more because he is our own and we don’t share him with anyone (egotists that we are . . .), contrary to God, who belongs to everyone, and whom everyone invokes and brandishes for any reason at all.


And that is why a relationship with our guardian Angel is the simplest to develop, the most intimate, and above all the most effective, for it immediately transforms, metamorphoses a life, spiritually as well as materially: a guardian Angel harbors an immense power, a power of which we have only a very vague notion.


It was Philip Faure, speaking of the writer Rainer Maria Rilke, who summed up in a few lines the power of an Angel and what occurs when the two meet: “The Austrian poet’s yearning for an Angel reveals itself when he comprehends the considerable distance that will separate man and Angel from now on, the full dimensions of which he intends to express: the celestial being is terrible, dazzling, and his encounter with man can only be violent.4


It only remains to arrange an encounter with one’s guardian Angel. At first that promises to wring tears from us. But later everything meshes as if by a miracle. One discovery of those who keep up a privileged relationship with their guardian Angels: their humor. Angels love to play jokes, a variety of celestial jokes composed of unique paradoxes and synchronicities. For example, one day in March 1992 in Paris I telephoned Rene Laurentin, author of many books and a journalist with Le Figaro, to ask for some advice and addresses. He greeted me between two appointments and explained that he had met a painter, a woman, who drew only Angels. He couldn’t quite remember her name because it had been three or four years before, but he did remember her agent, a certain Malerbe-Navare, who lived in a street close to the Luxembourg Gardens in Paris. He wasn’t even sure of the spelling of that name. With a map of Paris and a Minitel (a computer directory), I plunged into my search for Malherbe, Malsherbes, Navare, Navarre, etc. All my phone calls failed. They thought I was a lunatic: “Good evening, sir, excuse me, I’m a reporter from the Quotidien de Paris and I’m looking for a Monsieur Malerbe-Navare who knows a painter who draws only Angels. Is it by any chance you?” After half a day of trying, I gave up the notion of finding this mysterious artist.


That night in Paris I had a phone call from Los Angeles, from my colleague and most of all my neighbor Emmanuel Joffet, who had undertaken the difficult task of caring for my 90-pound Old English Sheepdog, and who wanted me to visit his grandparents in Paris.


Arriving at an apartment in the sixteenth arrondissement two days later, I was welcomed by a charming lady, Marguerite Bordet, who was herself a painter. Browsing in one of her catalogues, I discovered, rather wild-eyed, that it was she I had searched for so desperately via the name of her agent, Malherbe-Navarre Roger, two days earlier!


The grandmother of my neighbor who lived 7,000 miles from Paris! It was unbelievable. We both had the feeling that the Angels had played an immense intercontinental joke on us.


In short, after a few months’ discussion with the Angel, we notice that all he desires really is one thing, a perfect communion with his protégé, since he knows his desires and problems better than anyone. The Angel does his best to fulfill desires, and in this “invisible” relationship I never felt anything but an immense complicity. And yet we read everywhere that Angels are only God’s messengers, perfect and inhuman instruments, as it were, without feelings and without free will. Nothing could be more inaccurate, as the relationship between a guardian Angel and his protégé may be independent of God, which sets no problem because the role of the Angel consists precisely of bringing his protégé progressively toward God while respecting his free will. To believe in the Angel is already a tremendous step toward God. The French writer and poet Charles Peguy explained one day, in strict confidence, to his friend Joseph Lotte that he possessed an incredible guardian Angel: “He’s even shrewder than I am, mon vieux!” Peguy said. “I am closely guarded. I cannot escape his guard. Three times I’ve felt him grab hold of me, tear me away from desires, from premeditated, prepared, willed actions. He plays incredible tricks.”


And indeed, who has not heard a friend say, “You know, sometimes I have the feeling that I’m being watched over,” or “You’d think Heaven was watching over me,” or “By a miracle I never boarded that plane.” People become aware of it but don’t try to dig deeper, to explain this mysterious feeling, out of fear that they will make fools of themselves or, more rarely, lose that “protection” by trying to pierce his mystery.


That’s another curious phenomenon: the incredulity of one’s peers. If you say to someone, “I believe in God,” he won’t think it abnormal even if he’s an atheist. On the other hand, if you explain that you believe in your guardian Angel, he will stare at you goggle-eyed, as if you’d said, “I believe in Santa Claus.” That has happened to me several times, mainly in Catholic bookstores where, when I asked a saleswoman or the owner,5 “What have you on the Angels?” All I got by way of answer was a smile of the “poor simpleton” variety, while in New Age or esoteric book shops they answered, “Yes indeed, right there behind you in the right-hand aisle.”


Still more curious is the reaction of practicing Catholics, above all the traditionalists, who, when you mention Angels to them, respond by throwing the Devil in your face: “Are you sure you haven’t been led astray by the Evil One?,” as if being interested in Angels rather than God demonstrated the formal proof of my diabolical possession. Aren’t Angels the common denominator of the greatest religions? You find them in the Old Testament as well as the New; in the Koran; the Torah; and among the Hindus, who call them “the shining ones,” the devas. Are they not also “the tools with which God amuses Himself and acts, by and with which He reveals eternal forces and wonders, and leads them in a game of love?”6


Abruptly my interest in Angels, those “immaterial beings, pure spirits, intermediaries between man and God,” as the dictionary tells us, “who are to be at our side always, instructed to guard and guide us,” was transformed into a relentless determination. When Dr. John Lilly, whose work with dolphins is world famous, tells us quite simply in his autobiography that he encountered his guardian Angel as a child and conversed with him, one may well pause for reflection. Similarly for Francoise Dolto, the celebrated child psychoanalyst, who has made no secret of the fact that she constantly asks her guardian Angel to watch over her. If these statements were made by unknowns, no one would pay any attention. But coming from John Lilly and Francoise Dolto, who had no reason whatever to talk nonsense, they can be explained only by unforgettable experiences. During an interview at his home in Malibu, California, Dr. Lilly—who had dealt more than once with these “beings,” always in dramatic circumstances—told me, “I called them Angels, but that’s a hangover from my Catholic education. Today it would be more accurate to say, ‘Being from a higher plane than ours.’ ”


And it doesn’t bother the old scientist at all that people may question his mental processes; after his work for the U.S. Air Force and the U.S. Department of Health, and above all after his observations on dolphins’ systems of cerebral communication, he has nothing to prove to himself, and even less to prove to others, for what emerges from the whole of his experience is the sense that he is protected, a feeling perfectly translated by the expression “born under a lucky star.” Well, is that just an accident? Nineteenth century engravings always depict the guardian Angel with a star shining from his forehead.


But what does it mean to be born under a lucky star? Simply to be fortunate, to win at gambling or avoid accidents regularly, to emerge unhurt from a terrible crash or to survive an attempted assassination? How can we explain those absolutely unpremeditated actions that save one’s life, those inner voices that warn us suddenly, that premonitory dream, that insane series of coincidences causing a friend or a total stranger who had no business being on the spot at the crucial moment, to intervene and head off a catastrophe? A chance premonition, a stroke of luck, a coincidence? In French we often say, “Something tells me that” . . . But what is this something? Is it someone?


No one is prepared to offer a natural and objective explanation of these phenomena. And once we accept so much as premonition, we open the door to other realities. And we cannot deny experiences lived by millions of people on the grounds that we cannot explain them materially and scientifically. Those who have lived such an experience are forever marked by that “help” surging up from nowhere, of which the most elegant explanation (as there is none more logical) can be summed up as a very real intervention by what is called a guardian Angel.


But, to start with, do these Angels really exist? The answer is negative considering that we do not see them. On the other hand as soon as we collect data among the sick, or the victims of accidents, whose hearts have actually ceased to beat, the answer becomes positive. As we shall discover, the extremely vast and all perfectly documented domain of Near Death Experiences permits no doubt, because it was not charted by clergy or cultists, but indeed by some of the most serious doctors and academics of our era.


1. A suburb of Paris.


2. Sermon of September 29, 1990, the Abbé Laguerie.


3. A few months later I discovered that the Italian writer Giovanni Sienna had come up against that same “stupidity”: “One of our friends who is a monk,” he tells us in Padre Pio, voici l’heure des Anges, “had translated my book into his own language. And before sending it to press, he submitted it for ecclesiastical review. The book already had the Imprimatur in Milan and in Paris. It was now rejected with precisely this comment: ‘Enough of these stupidities.’ ”


4. In Les Anges, Cerf, pp. 68–69.


5. That was in 1989–92.


6. Albin Michel, Les Anges et les Hommes a collection, 1978, p. 139.





CHAPTER 2


Of Angels in the Tunnels


SINCE THE PUBLICATION OF DR. RAYMOND MOODY’S BOOK LIFE AFTER LIFE it may be said that death, once draped in a skeletal costume and armed with a scythe, will be clothed from now on by Paco Rabanne. It no longer presents a horrible face, because in a short period of time two major events combined to produce the most important discovery of this century’s waning years, the topography of death and its journey. It was in 1975 that microprocessors were first used in cardiac monitoring and also that Raymond Moody published, almost entirely at his own expense, his Life after Life. How are the two connected? Microprocessors in instruments of medical mensuration allowed physicians to follow the heart’s action in real time. Formerly when a patient’s heart stopped beating after surgery, the staff discovered the cadaver in the morning, or at best ten minutes after death. Today the least fluctuation is signaled by the synthetic sounds of a video game, triggering an immediate rush of on-duty doctors and nurses to the dying man’s room to bring him back to life, whether at four in the morning or five in the evening. And then the progressive miniaturization of chips doubled the microprocessors’ calculating powers every year. Nowadays unstable patients are covered by electrodes connected to a central computer that detects the slightest problem in a hundredth of a second. It is not as easy as it was to die of cardiac arrest. One consequence is simple: the number of resuscitated patients rose exponentially. That technological evolution will be very useful to us in understanding the work of cardiologists Michael Sabom and Maurice Rawlings, and why they found so many NDEs.


And now back to Raymond Moody. Well before the dawn of the computer revolution, in 1965, he is still a student, not even of medicine but of philosophy. One day he meets George Ritchie, a teaching physician and psychiatrist at Charlottesville, who tells him how he “died” in 1943, when he was an army private in a barracks in Texas. Moody listens, interested but only moderately. Following a strenuous and intense basic training, Private Ritchie came down with pneumonia. His fever mounted so high that at 3:10 on December 20 he collapsed unconscious in the arms of a nurse, Lieutenant Retta Irvine. A few hours later the young man wakes up, leaps out of bed and tries to find someone who can tell him what time it is, because he doesn’t want to miss the train for his Christmas furlough. He dashes along the hospital corridors and discovers suddenly that no one seems to see him, no one hears him, and worse yet that people are passing right through him without so much as a blink (exactly as in the film “Ghost”). Uncomprehending, the soldier returns to his room stunned, and sees a body lying in a bed—a body he identifies as his own because of a ring. At the same instant he notices a strange, tiny light, which begins to intensify noticeably: “All the light bulbs in the ward couldn’t give off that much light. All the bulbs in the world couldn’t,” he says.1 More and more the young man is able to discern a human form in that luminous halo, even as he tells himself that the intense luminosity should have destroyed his retina within seconds. “For now I saw that it was not light but a Man who had entered the room, or rather, a Man made out of lights. . . . I got to my feet, and as I did came the stupendous certainty “you are in the presence of the Son of God.” He then observes Him and becomes aware that “this was the most totally male Being” that he has ever seen. The only problem is that his face bears no resemblance to the face in the books of catechism:


. . . this was not the Jesus of my Sunday School books. That Jesus was gentle, kind, understanding—and probably a little bit of a weakling. This Person was power itself, older than time and yet more modern than anyone I had ever met. Above all, with that same mysterious inner certainty, I knew that this Man loved me. Far more even that power, what emanated from this Presence was unconditional love. As astonishing love. A love beyond my wildest imagining.


And as these reflections take expression, he discovers in the same way that He knows all about him, knows his life in its finest details. At the same moment George Ritchie sees his past life, his twenty years, pass in a second, from his mother’s labor pains right up to this encounter, by way of the sexual explorations of his puberty. Ritchie specified in his second book, My Life after Dying2 that he was horribly embarrassed as these manual “explorations” passed in review before Him, but that “did not shake my Lord a bit.” Then Christ asks him, “What have you done with your life?” The boy tries hard to show off a few good moments from his childhood, and then gives up, thinking that he has nothing to show Him because he is too young to die. Christ dismisses his objection: “No one is too young to die, for physical death is only of the body and a temporary doorway to another reality through which you just passed.” And immediately he takes the young man to visit five of these realities, which Ritchie will later believe may have been different zones of what we call Hell, Purgatory and Paradise. After the journey Ritchie wishes never to leave His presence, but sinks back into unconsciousness. The doctors have no slightest inkling that the dying man they have been trying to resuscitate has been strolling about somewhere in Heaven with a Being of Light. His heart has stopped beating and he has been pronounced dead a first time. They leave him. Eight or nine minutes pass, and they examine him again to be certain. This time Ritchie is declared officially and administratively dead. They draw up the sheet and leave him again. But a young intern, just Ritchie’s age, upset for reasons he cannot explain, decides to check a third time, and administers an injection directly into the heart. Surprise: it begins to beat again. Private Ritchie has returned. And when he opens his eyes, it is to hear Lieutenant Irvine entering his room to say to him, “Good to have you back with us, Private Ritchie.” “What day is it?” he asks, thinking of the train to his Christmas furlough. “Dec. 24, Xmas Eve,” she answers. “You’ve been unconscious for four days.”


Moody was impressed as much by the account as by the doctor seated across from him. Ritchie does not seem eccentric or scatterbrained, rather a man with a good head on his shoulders, extremely likable, endowed with a solid sense of humor. And then Moody forgets about it, takes his Ph.D., and becomes a professor at the University of North Carolina. One day in 1970 he decides to explore the Phaedo, a work in which Plato takes up the immortality of the soul. After the classroom discussion one of his students tells him in private of his grandmother’s experience. Immediately Moody establishes a connection between that account and Ritchie’s. A few days later he tells both stories in class, and asks his students for comments. Surprise—a student raises his hand and offers his sister’s story: she was at the point of death, she passed through the tunnel, saw her whole life flash by as if on film in Panavision, and encountered a Light beside which the sun paled to a forty-watt bulb.


At this point Moody begins to ask himself serious questions, and decides to conduct a small investigation. Little by little he collects other stories, always the same, and files them away. In the meantime his teaching career becomes boring, and he decides to train as a doctor. He moves to Georgia and enrolls in medical school, where he will take his degree. In his third year there, one of his acquaintances invites him to talk about his “tunnels” before the membership of a local club of young doctors. Moody delivers a lucid account, and to his great surprise some young doctors, once he has finished, rise to report that they have experienced similar cases. Moody’s address book fills up. A reporter does a story on him in the local daily, an article that crosses the desk of a publisher named John Egle, who asks to meet Moody with a view to eventual publication of his accounts. Moody accepts, and harnesses himself to the task, interrogating a great number of people there at the hospital where he studies and works. He turns up impressive examples, a hundred and fifty altogether, perfectly documented, with proof that the subject had been well and truly dead for some minutes. He discovers also that no one else has worked in this area except for another doctor, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, to whom he sends his manuscript and a request that she write a preface.


His book Life after Life appears in 1975 during his fourth year of medical school. And while his publisher hardly expects to sell the two thousand copies of the first run (to local readers and friends of friends), he finds himself with a colossal success on his hands: to date almost ten million copies in fifteen languages. So much success that it became a nightmare for Moody: he lived permanently haunted by the idea that all his stories of ineffable love at the end of the tunnel would give his readers an itch to commit suicide. He commences immediate research into suicides (attempted, by definition) and publishes a second book, New Light on Life after Life.


Moody has laid the cornerstone. In his first book he identifies fourteen common characteristics among patients who have returned from “it.” In a way he has drawn up the first Guide Michelin to the final destination of all human beings, death itself:


1. Subject always states that what he has experienced cannot be expressed in human language.


2. Subject hears himself declared dead, or everything seems quite strange to him; he feels “dead.”


3. Subject no longer feels any pain and is perfectly relaxed and calm.


4. He hears a nearby bell ringing.


5. Subject leaves body and observes what is happening around him. He floats.


6. Subject is sucked into a sort of tunnel.


7. Deceased members of his family appear in the tunnel and help him.


8. Subject perceives a brilliant light.


9. He relives his life in its smallest details.


10. Subject comes up against a kind of “frontier.”


11. He suddenly finds himself back in his body.


12. Subject wants to tell his story, but they take him for a madman. He closes up like a clamshell and decides that he is the only person in the world to have experienced such a thing.


13. He begins to read in an effort to understand.


14. He is no longer terrified by death.


The object of our inquiries, Angels, Moody treats with a certain restraint, not to say great caution, in Chapter 7, “Contact with Others,” of his first book: “In a very few instances people have come to believe that the beings they encountered were their ‘guardian spirits.’ One man was told by such a spirit that, ‘I have helped you through this stage of your existence, but now I am going to turn you over to others.’ A woman told me that as she was leaving her body she detected the presence of two other spiritual beings there, and that they identified themselves as her ‘spiritual helpers.‘ ”3 he writes. Moody was cautious. He had no wish to rush into details that might have discredited his work, already bordering on the supernatural. His book conduces to the supposition that life after death exists, which was already an inconceivable audacity. Moody was to suffer vicious attacks, and looked forward to one thing: a scientific investigation initiated by a serious academician. Two years after his first book came out, a ranking cardiologist published a work confirming Moody’s conclusions. The little doctor from Charlottesville was no longer alone. The work of Dr. Maurice Rawlings, a noted cardiologist, a solid and serious man, was to comfort him in his arguments.


Dr. Rawlings is a true Cartesian, hard-nosed and skeptical, formerly on the staff of the 97th General Hospital, the public health unit of American forces based in Frankfurt. His specialty? Wartime surgery—in other words, chests torn apart by bullets or exploding grenades. He serves for four years there and leaves the army for the U.S. Navy, where he serves as cardiologist with the rank of captain. Maurice Rawlings will end his military career brilliantly, at the Pentagon in Washington, the holy of holies. Back in civilian life, he sets up practice in Chattanooga, a quiet city in Tennessee. We can assume that after ten years in the army and navy there is little of the poet about Maurice Rawlings. He is, rather, a man thoroughly trained to grope in bloody bodies and try to glue the pieces together without blinking. It is not surprising, with such a profile, that for this military doctor religion represents nothing more than “hocuspocus,” in other words, a practice for superstitious Sicilians. “I had never set foot in a church,” he states to me, “because I was absolutely not a believer. Religion was not for me.”


Outside the closed world of cardiologists, no one would ever have heard of this doctor with a crooner’s handsome face if, one day when he was fifty-seven, a man who had come in for a consultation had not collapsed in the waiting room at the hospital, victim of a heart attack. It could not have come at a better time: his heart had chosen a good time and a good place to go into arrest. Doctor Rawlings leapt to the man immediately and administered strenuous cardiac massage. Maurice Rawlings is a husky man, and his massage techniques would not have displeased a burly catcher. He went on massaging the chest, automatically checking the dying man’s face: almost fifty, a farmhand, white, black hair, average size. Ordinary, but suddenly, in the middle of “manual” resuscitation, the man clutched the doctor’s jacket as if to pull it off him, and demanded that he not stop. “His body turned blue,” writes Maurice Rawlings in his book Beyond Death’s Door:4


While I started external heart massage by pushing in on his chest, one nurse initiated mouth-to-mouth breathing. Still another nurse brought the emergency cart containing pacemaker equipment. Unfortunately, the heart would not maintain its own beat. A complete heart block had occurred. The pacemaker was needed to overcome the block and increase the heart rate from thirty-five beats per minute to eighty or one hundred per minute.


I had to insert a pacemaker wire into the large vein beneath the collarbone which leads directly to the heart. One end of this electric wire was manipulated through the venous system and left dangling inside the heart. The other end was attached to a small battery-powered gadget that regulates the heartbeat and overcomes the heart block.


The patient began “coming to.” But whenever I would reach for instruments or otherwise interrupt my compression of his chest, the patient would again lose consciousness, roll his eyes upward, arch his back in mild convulsion, stop breathing, and die once more.


Each time he regained heartbeat and respiration, the patient screamed, “I am in hell!” He was terrified and pleaded with me to help him. I was scared to death. In fact, this episode literally scared the hell out of me! It terrified me enough to write this book.


He then issued a very strange plea: “Don’t stop!” You see, the first thing most patients I resuscitate tell me, as soon as they recover consciousness, is “Take your hands off my chest; you’re hurting me!” I am big and my method of external heart massage sometimes fractures ribs. But this patient was telling me, “Don’t stop!”


Then I noticed a genuinely alarmed look on his face. He had a terrified look worse than the expression seen in death! This patient had a grotesque grimace expressing sheer horror! His pupils were dilated, and he was perspiring and trembling—he looked as if his hair was “on end.”


Then still another strange thing happened. He said, “Don’t you understand? I am in hell. Each time you quit I go back to hell! Don’t let me go back to hell!”


Being accustomed to patients under this kind of emotional stress, I dismissed his complaint and told him to keep his “hell” to himself. I remember telling him, “I’m busy. Don’t bother me about your hell until I finish getting this pacemaker in to place.”


But the man was serious, and it finally occurred to me that he was indeed in trouble. He was in a panic like I had never seen before. As a result, I started working feverishly and rapidly. By this time the patient had experienced three or four episodes of complete unconsciousness and clinical death from cessation of both heartbeat and breathing.


After several death episodes he finally asked me, “How do I say out of hell?” I told him I guessed it was the same principle learned in Sunday School—that I guessed Jesus Christ would be the one whom you would ask to save you.


Then he said, “I don’t know how. Pray for me.”


Pray for him! What nerve! I told him I was a doctor, not a preacher.


“Pray for me!” he repeated.


I knew I had no choice. It was a dying man’s request. So I had him repeat the words after me as we worked—right there on the floor. It was a very simple prayer because I did not know much about praying. It went something like this:


Lord Jesus, I ask you to keep me out of hell. Forgive my sins.


Completely shaken by what he had just been through, Maurice Rawlings went home in a more than pensive mood. For though he had heard about the stories of NDE circulated in Moody’s book, he had never paid the least attention to them. You don’t spend ten years in the army to come out believing in this kind of “stupidity.” But there in his armchair, with the man’s face still dancing before his very eyes, he wanted to know what Hell was like, and he went off to find a Bible in his library. He reflected; he decided this story deserved fuller investigation. So the military cardiologist made a thorough job of it: he systematically interrogated all his patients face to face, after their operations, which only a surgeon could do. And what he discovered sent chills up his spine: the out-of-body experiences, the tunnels, the dead relatives, Angels, the inexpressible Light, etc.


Like Raymond Moody, Dr. Maurice Rawlings found himself obliged to acknowledge that strange things sometimes happened to his surgical patients. One doesn’t lie to oneself. He also came to the conclusion that life did not cease at the moment of the body’s death. He gathered together his patients’ testimonies and published his book in 1978. But curiously, Dr. Rawlings was rejected by the scientific community of NDE researchers, who could not forgive him for having written of his own personal conversion, in a book collecting his patients’ testimonies. For that reason, he will be ignored and rarely quoted by later researchers. Yet his book adds one more exhibit to the heap of proofs of the existence of life after death, because his cases were “at first hand”: unlike Moody, he could question his patients immediately after their post-operative return to consciousness. And if that privilege was denied to Kenneth Ring too, it was nevertheless this professor who would supply the scientific and academic context that NDE required to become common currency.


In 1977 Ken Ring was going through a period of depression, and was reading whatever he could find that would cheer him up. He came across Moody’s book and devoured it. He wanted a truly original topic for research, and he had just found it. A professor of psychology at the University of Connecticut, he immediately set about finding “survivors,” with a view to a truly scientific investigation. He wrote to hospitals, churches and doctors, and even inserted want ads in the local newspapers to find new cases. After several months of research he chose—in the most rigorous manner, conforming to scientific criteria—102 people5 who had made a short journey into the hereafter; and he decided to interview them for as long as it took to collect their complete impressions. For these interviews he set up a battery of precise questions designed to create a detailed computer analysis that would establish the psychological implications of a NDE and identify its different stages. He spent thirteen months at that. And if his results scarcely differed from Moody’s or Rawlings’s, Ring nevertheless retained only five major stages:


1. A sensation of peace and serenity (60 percent)


2. Separation from the physical body (37 percent)


3. Entering the darkness of the tunnel (23 percent)


4. Vision of the Light (16 percent)


5. Fusion with the Light (10 percent).


Still, like Moody, Ring noticed no guardian Angels in his sample, except in one case, flawed for our purposes, in which the subject fell into the “5th stage” group, comprising those who had the immense privilege of melting into the Light, while the others had to settle for observing it, a bit like window-shoppers. This man flirted with death at the dentist’s, where he was to have a molar extracted. He never got over it:


“I took a trip to heaven. I saw the most beautiful lakes. Angels—they were floating around like you see seagulls. Everything was white. The most beautiful flowers. Nobody on this earth ever saw the beautiful flowers that I saw there. . . . I don’t believe there is a color on this earth that wasn’t included in that color situation that I saw. Everything, everything. Of course, I was so impressed with the beauty of everything there that I couldn’t pinpoint any one thing. . . . Everything was bright. The lakes were blue, light blue. Everything about the angels was pure white,” he told Ken Ring. “Tell me what the angels looked like.”


“I can’t.”6


Once finished, the study at the University of Connecticut was to provoke a new explosion, for it validated the medical student’s discovery. Moody’s adversaries had rightly held that his cases were not perfectly confirmed by a scientific analysis and that consequently they were worthless. When Professor Ring published his study in 1982 under the title Life at Death, the number of opponents of NDE fell by half. It fell because two other books dealing with the same topic appeared almost at the same time, Recollections of Death7 by Michael Sabom, a Florida cardiologist, and Adventures in Immortality, written by George Gallup, Jr., heir to the famous polling organization. The two professionals, complete strangers the one to the other (who could be more varied than a cardiologist and a pollster?), arrived at the same conclusions in regard to experiences at the frontiers of death. As if everybody was passing the word . . .


Indeed, George Gallup, son of George H. Gallup, was a kind of outsider, popping out of the imposing polling institute founded by his father like a rabbit out of a hat. But he was not much interested in polls. Scion of a family of Protestants, he had planned to enter the ministry and took a degree in religion at Princeton. But finally he decided to succeed his father. “I had developed an interest in near death experiences,” he explained to me in an interview, “after several people close to me told me about their experiences. Then I read Raymond Moody’s book and Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s and I confess they fascinated me. I was 52 at the time. Afterward I wondered, ‘Why not do a poll on this, with simple clear questions, as long as I’m running a polling institute?’ And what we found really astonished me: between 5% and 15% of the American people had gone through some exceptional experience (out of body, near death, etc.). The polls were conducted from 1980 through September 1981. The first enabled us to spot cases of NDE and the second refined the data because we concentrated on people who had reported extraordinary experiences. I think we must have found 500 specific cases in America, of which a quarter were out of body experiences. But you know, what impressed me most about the NDE was the fact that these people knew they were dead and felt enveloped by unconditional love.”


“Were you much criticized when your book came out?” I asked him.


“No, not at all. In any case, I wasn’t trying to prove anything.”


“Then you, George Gallup, a Protestant, believe in life after death, after these polls?”


He burst into laughter. “Yes, of course, and all that only reinforced my faith in a scientific way. Now I believe definitively in life after death, and I find that very encouraging for the future.”


George Gallup’s book impressed me by the sheer gigantic work it represented: hundreds of interviewers fanning out to question people all over the United States. When I realized that France fits easily into the state of Texas, I better appreciated the difficulty of that task. And then Gallup’s commentaries were original and sometimes even funny, which explains why his book is one of the best in the field. But because he is a professional pollster, his work never enjoyed the response we might have expected in the scientific community, which accepts only the work of its peers. For that, we needed Sabom’s detailed inquiries.


Michael Sabom was to hammer home the final nail in a masterly fashion after five years of meticulous research. Sabom is a true scientist, a member of the “high-tech” generation of cardiologists, working with information systems and fiber optics. Above all, he belongs to an elite group of the best doctors in the United States. But unlike Dr. Rawlings, Dr. Sabom attended the Methodist Church with his wife, even if he customarily paid little heed—except on that Sunday in 1976 when a social worker asked the faithful if they would like to hear a talk on Moody’s book. The parishioners agreed, and the young woman asked the cardiologist if he was interested in this or had an opinion on the topic. Sabom let her down gently, explaining that he had resuscitated many people and no one had ever mentioned any such things to him. The young woman asked him to help her with a documented exploration. He accepted reluctantly, knowing the result in advance because Moody’s book was only an invention of the tabloid press.


At the hospital he riffled through his files looking for patients whose hearts had stopped during an operation. Sabom scribbled their names on a pad and shortly payed each a visit. He questions them gently, without stating his primary interest. The two first cases produced nothing. But after a few minutes with the third, the NDE popped up unexpectedly. And Sarah Kreuziger, the social worker, found a case in her dialysis ward. The cardiologist did not understand, feeling that there was an element lacking in this story. He went on hunting but found nothing more. Then Sabom decided to lance the abscess and conduct a scientific investigation himself to settle the question in his own mind. His inquiry took inventory of patients who had been declared dead by surgical teams during an operation. No Angels in Sabom’s findings, but an infinite variety of tunnels with that inexpressible Light at the end. Reluctantly, unwillingly, the doctor reached the same conclusions as Dr. Rawlings and Kenneth Ring. An entertaining anecdote: after the publication of his book in 1982, during one of his meetings, a fellow cardiologist, livid with rage, rose to deliver a scorching rebuke, saying that in his whole career he had never come across one patient who passed along twaddle of that kind. Before Sabom could even open his mouth to defend himself, a man in the audience came to his feet and said loudly to the troublemaker, “Doctor, I’m one of the patients whose lives you saved, and I thank you for it. But I can tell you one thing: you’re the last man I’d tell about my experiences.”


What persuaded Sabom that NDEs were authentic were the descriptions of what he calls “autoscopic” survival. At first, even when the testimony of dozens of witnesses lay before his very eyes, he draped himself in his scientist’s integrity, not hesitating to say that the states described by these patients derived from a chemical magma (endorphins, anesthetics, etc.) provoked by the brain at the moment of death. And if he had plunged into this investigation, it was to prove Moody wrong.


The explanation by chemical magma would have stood up perfectly, and everyone would have accepted it without argument, if there had not also been testimonies of discorporation as staggering as they were real, and above all confirmed. This stunned certain surgeons. How could a farmhand, or a child of four, who had never been near an operating room prior to their accidents, describe with a precision worthy of a medical student the various steps in the operation (buttons the surgeons pressed, flasks—their color and shape—taken up by the assistants, the resuscitation in fine detail, the nurse’s beauty mark just beside her chignon, etc.)?


Let’s be honest. Is it really possible to imagine that a patient, stretched out on an operating table, eyes shut, naked, the body sliced open by strokes of the scalpel, comatose for the most part or under deep anesthesia, could explain how he was saved, transported and operated on, as soon as he regained consciousness? And the very first reaction of these “survivors” was to rebuke the doctors fiercely and even insult them, and the angry question, “Why did you bring me back? I was so happy there!” shocked more than one anesthesiologist. Sabom says nothing about the possibility of life after death, but his book confounded skeptics all the more for that. From then on, those who claimed that NDE was only a tissue of falsehoods did so at their own risk.


Various doctors and researchers working independently confirmed, at about the same time or a bit later, the reality of NDE. Among them were Russel Noyes, Stanislas Grof, Phyllis Atwater, the Englishwoman Margot Grey, the French doctor Devawrin, Craig Lundhal, Bruce Greyson, John Audette, George Gallup, Jr., Arvin Gibson, the Frenchwomen Evelyne-Sarah Mercier, etc. Today books about NDE are accumulating like a long series of proofs, testimony which, in a judicial context, would easily have sufficed to convict the traditional image of death ten thousand times over for imposture.


Considering the universality of NDE, it is now truly impossible to ignore them, because the overlapping results of all the international investigations converge in the same direction: “something” exists after physical death, and “yes, you can leave your own body.” Erlendur Haraldsson and Karl Osis even completed a rigorous inquiry among several hundred doctors and nurses, first in India and then in the United States, to determine the effect of religious beliefs and culture context on these experiences. The result of their investigation: the testimonies were strictly identical, and the two researchers realized—the evidence was conclusive—that their discoveries had filled them with hope, because the accounts were “based on observations by more than a thousand doctors and nurses, bearing on the question of postmortem survival. To anticipate our conclusions, we will state here that this evidence strongly suggests life after death—more strongly than any alternative hypothesis can explain the data.”8


Besides, it was hard for them to imagine that these men and women, their eyes barely open, could all be lying. If that were so IT WOULD BE THE FIRST UNIVERSAL LIE, because the circumstances were not at all favorable to a conspiracy of coincidence. Nobody lying half-conscious on a table tells lies to the people bringing him back to life.


And it would be hard to imagine that these highly conservative doctors would lend their names and above all their reputations to these stories of resurrection if there were not that intimate conviction, that absolute certainty, that leaves no lingering doubts about the accuracy of the patient’s testimony.


These doctors operated on them, and saw the cardiac monitor display a flat line, saw the electro-encephalogram display a flat line, saw the body turn blue. It was they who used the defibrillator and felt the heart beat again after five, ten, sometimes sixty seconds of inaction. And what can we say about those clinically dead for over ten minutes, who later described to them their resurrection, in detail?


With resuscitating apparatus transformed into computers, detecting the slightest cardiac, or cerebral, or vascular fluctuation, the number of those restored to life grows daily. In operating wings “bringing a patient back” has become an event as frequent as it is clearly identified and followed on screens by millionths of a second. Difficult childbirths, surgical operations that go wrong, and heart attacks are the principal occasions during which a patient “takes off” easily, landing first in a corner of the ceiling before plunging into the famous tunnel “at-the-end-of-which-a-golden-light-attracts-them-irre-si-sti-bly.” We now know with relative certainty the various stages of a voyage to the frontiers of death, one-way or return, since all testimonials agree. The nationality, age, race, sex and religion of the patient count for nothing:


• The subject suddenly finds himself outside his body, floats up to the ceiling and observes what is happening around his physical envelope. This seems perfectly reasonable to him, and he feels no pain. If the patient is afflicted by some physical infirmity (myopia, for example), it disappears. In general the patient does not understand what is happening to him, above all when he discovers that he can pass through walls or when he tries to explain to the doctors that he is not dead.


• After this observation period, he feels himself sucked at extraordinary speed into a tunnel (drain, pipeline, shaft, tube, canal, etc.) at the end of which he sees a light beckoning him on. The closer he comes to it, the more he wishes to merge with it. That light is described as being stronger than a thousand suns at their zenith.


• After having traveled through the tunnel, the subject may meet near and dear ones who died earlier.


• Fusion with the light, which seems like a living being made of light, overflowing with an unconditional love for the subject. His whole life passes before him like a film, in the space of ten seconds, but in three dimensions, with the effects of his actions and words experienced by others.


• A dialogue (not aloud but in thought) with the Light being, who ends the encounter by saying: “Your hour has not come; you must return and finish your job.” Sometimes the subject is asked, “Do you wish to stay here or return?”


• Return to the body. Just chance? These descriptions (the tunnel, Angels, Light, etc.) correspond with perfection to “The Ascension, to Heavenly Paradise” a picture painted by Hieronymus Bosch in the fifteenth century.9


The NDE movement started involuntarily by Moody has spread so far and wide that it has become almost a “classic” of movie production. More than any television program or article in the press, two major films are spreading the idea of life after death to the four corners of the world. Hollywood studios brought out two worldwide successes: “Ghost” with Whoopi Goldberg and Patrick Swayze, and “Flatliners,” from Joel Schumacher with Julia Roberts and Kiefer Sutherland. The first portrayed the murder of a man who, once out of his body, did not realize that he was dead by assassination. The second explored precisely Near Death Experiences. “Flatliners” showed five medical students who decide to put themselves on the “other side” after several accounts by their patients in terminal states. While one of the interns injects himself with a fatal dose of anesthetic, the four others must wait for a full minute of cardiac flat line before starting the resuscitation procedure.


But the last fireworks exploded on the West Coast of the United States, in Seattle. Dr. Melvin Morse’s investigations would definitely confirm the NDE, well beyond all we have seen so far. With Closer to the Light,10 the story of NDE in infancy, Melvin Morse will confer “letters patent of nobility” on experiences at the frontiers of death. Thanks to this young doctor, LIFE magazine devoted its cover story in March 1992 to visions of life after death!


What relationship is there between the guardian Angel and the defibrillator? The investigation conducted in 1984 at Children’s Hospital in Seattle by pediatrician Melvin Morse, with the collaboration of Dr. Don Tyler, anesthesiologist, Dr. Jerrold Milstein, director of the department of child neurology at the University of Washington, and Dr. Bruce Greyson, head of the hospital psychiatric service at the University of Connecticut, showed that even children, of whatever age, social condition or parental religion, described sensations and emotions identical to those of adults. Dr. Morse acknowledged that he was particularly intrigued by his first case of child NDE, that of 7 year old Krystel Merzlock, dead by drowning, who gave no signs of cardiac or cerebral activity for more than 19 minutes! “When I saw her arrive at the emergency room in 1982, I told myself there was ‘no hope’,” he remembers. “Finally we succeeded in reviving her and I still wonder how. After three days in a coma, she recovered from death with no consequences, even though her brain received no oxygen for twenty minutes.” This is utterly improbable by medical teaching, which states that three conditions must occur at once to declare clinical death: heart stoppage, a flat electro-encephalogram, and respiratory arrest. This clinical death, which nevertheless remains briefly reversible, triggers the slower biological death. Within ten to thirty seconds of stoppage, the subject still has a chance. And if the heart restarts, the rest follows, more less well, but it follows. On the other hand, after one, then two, then three minutes of clinical death, the process is irreversible because the brain cells cease to function one after another for lack of oxygen. Even if the heart restarts the brain suffers more or less serious lesions which cause amnesias, paralysis, etc., a little as if one erased random areas on a computer hard disk. Even if you can determine the area affected, whole swatches of the disk are gone, bringing about paralysis of the software. Within ten minutes of clinical death, large areas of the brain are turned into sieves. But this young girl survived almost twenty minutes of clinical death!!!


During a routine visit several days later, Melvin Morse asked her if she remembered her accident. No one really knew how Krystel fell into the swimming pool. No, she didn’t remember the circumstances. But she remembered very well that she felt fine afterwards because Elizabeth had kindly sent her to see the Holy Father and Christ. Dr. Morse was upset. Without a doubt, the lack of oxygen had destroyed areas of her brain. But he was a pediatrician and he played the game: “Tell me Krystel, who is Elizabeth?” The little girl looked around her and said, very softly, “She is my guardian Angel.” Then she told him about her journey with the Angel. Melvin Morse stroked his beard. She told how the Eternal Father had asked her if she would like to stay with Him or return to her parents. Krystel had looked at her mother (still from above) and decided to stay with Him. However, He showed her a “vision” of her brothers and sisters playing, and at that she changed her mind and wanted to return home. Without further formalities, she found herself back in her body. To general surprise her heart took up its normal rhythm. The doctors had only one word, “miracle,” to account for her resuscitation. After 19 minutes of clinical death, biological death had had plenty of time to start its process of destruction. But no. She recovered like a flower, with no after-effects.


Melvin Morse was not easily taken in: a pediatrician could hardly let himself be persuaded by a seven-year-old girl, so he decided to conduct an inquiry among the parents, to see if they had perhaps spoken to the girl about a tunnel, a white light, guardian Angels, etc. “When Krystel arrived in the emergency room on a stretcher, I was twenty-seven years old and had only been practicing for two years,” Melvin Morse explained to me. “I had never read a single book on the subject, I had never even heard of NDE. When Krystel spoke of her meeting with the Heavenly Father, I didn’t think for very long that she might be out of her mind from lack of oxygen, because she offered absolutely astounding descriptions, with exact details of what happened to her during the episode, for example her resuscitation. I was impressed. Normally patients don’t remember coming back, and I was intrigued that she did. But she was too sincere, and her experience was too living, too detailed. One little detail proved to me that she wasn’t lying: the tube we had inserted in her nose. I consider that detail irrefutable proof because most doctors don’t intubate in that manner. It didn’t come from television, where sick people or victims are intubated by the mouth, simply because actors have no wish to take a tube up the nose. And quite innocently Krystel said to me, ‘I saw you put a tube in my nose.’ This I found stupefying, because at that moment she was completely unconscious—in fact, dead. She might have said, ‘I felt you put something in my nose.’ But no: she said, ‘I saw you put in a tube.’ And when she recovered consciousness three days later, that tube was no longer in her nose. Besides, there was no way physically that she could have known, perceived, felt in any way that I was putting a tube in her nose at the moment of the procedure.”


Though truly amazed by his little patient’s descriptions, Melvin Morse remained skeptical, and gave no credit to religious tales of resurrection: “My mother was Jewish, and I received a Jewish education. But there was no real religious enthusiasm in my parents. I think they were probably unbelievers. The only holidays we celebrated were the ‘social’ holidays like Passover or Yom Kippur. I never set foot in a synagogue myself. You can imagine how I felt when Krystel’s parents took their places at her bedside to pray. I decided it was doubtless that which explained the whole phenomenon, because the little girl was deeply religious. You realize that her family was praying at her bedside? I really thought she was making it all up. That she was repeating little snatches of what she’d heard, you see. Then I told myself that ‘she wasn’t properly anesthetized,’ etc. Up to that point, my reason won out. But when she told me she’d seen me insert a tube in her nose, that floored me. And afterward her description of the doctors, the equipment, what we were saying in the operating room. I even asked her mother how they had explained death to her, and she said they’d told her death was like coming to a river bank, and stepping into a boat, and crossing the river. But her mother did not believe in guardian Angels. The deeper I investigated, the more I realized that this was not make-believe.”


The bearded young pediatrician was ready to store this case away forever in a corner of his mind when, a month later, he came across a second case of childhood NDE. “I was really fascinated,” Dr. Morse began, with more gleams of excitement in his eyes. “At that time I was looking for a project because I wanted to conduct a study of my own. So I had joined together with some other doctors, and after talking it over we agreed that NDEs were provoked by pharmacological mixes. More exactly, and after reading Moody’s book, we had two hypotheses:


1) It consisted of a combined reaction to a variety of medicines.


2) The patient had not received appropriate care (one had not been given enough Valium and other anesthetics).


“We thought for example that the subject was perfectly conscious during her resuscitation, which could explain how she could have understood everything. We had even thought of studying the effects of Ketamine. So we told ourselves that we would prove scientifically that Raymond Moody was wrong and that in reality all those people had simply not been anesthetized correctly.” After a complete dissection of Krystel’s medical history, Melvin Morse wrote an article and published it in The American Journal of Diseases of Children.11 Then he patiently observed his young patients. He even established two independent groups, the first composed of children resuscitated where there had been heart stoppage and the second of children in intensive care who had not suffered cardiac arrest. In 200 interviews with children aged three to sixteen, Dr. Morse obtained exactly 33 descriptions of the NDE type. And they all came from the first group. Paralleling the work of Dr. Morse, in 1985 another pediatrician, Dr. David Herzog of Massachusetts General Hospital, in his turn presented two cases of infant NDE in the magazine Critical Care Medicine.12 This reassured the young pediatrician, who had wondered if he was the only doctor interested in NDE children.


In the end Dr. Morse’s team established scientifically that:


1. to experience an NDE, the subject must undergo an extremely close brush with death.


2. this experience can in no case be tied to a pharmacological overdose (anti-depressants, tranquilizers, anesthesia, etc.).


But the more he worked on the subject, the more he encountered the role of the brain, which, according to him, operated selectively: “Certain patients remembered nothing,” he explained, “But how could a patient, sometimes in a coma for a week, remember his or her NDE and not recall anything else? Normally, he or she shouldn’t remember anything, seeing that certain medicines, like Valium, render the subjects amnesiac. And some don’t even remember their stay in the hospital! How can memory retain only the one aspect? We know that there exists in the right temple a zone that activates out of body experiences, in a way the software of NDE. But even if we isolate this zone more exactly, that won’t enlighten us as to what the patient saw during his out of body trip, or how he saw it. Some have seen their entire lives pass in minute detail and told us later that it lasted much longer than the life they lived. And yet the cardiac arrest had lasted only two or three seconds!”
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