










PRAISE FOR VOYAGE OF PURPOSE

“Voyage of Purpose is an exceptionally beautiful and well-written book. David’s near-death experience is dramatic, and so is his cure from what should have been a fatal cancer. From such remarkable experiences, this book exudes an abundance of wisdom. This highly recommended book gives remarkable insights to help all of us along our own Voyage of Purpose.”

—Dr. Jeffrey Long, radiation oncologist and nationally-recognized expert whose work has been featured in Newsweek, The Wall Street Journal, and Coast to Coast. Long has served on the board of directors of The International Association for Near-Death Studies and is actively involved in NDE research.

“Voyage of Purpose is an inspirational book that prompts one’s curiosity, sense of validation, open-heartedness and peace of mind. Your soul will thank you for reading it.”

—Kimberly Clark Sharp, MSW, LiCSW, author of After the Light, President, Seattle International Association for Near-Death Studies

“David Bennett is one of millions who have had a near-death experience; one of thousands who have written about it. You never get tired of these stories. Whether the individual was frightened or uplifted, there’s something special about ‘the telling of the tale.’ David’s Voyage of Purpose though, has a different ring to it. His is a raw and honest travelogue of a man who hardly had a chance as a child, then became a ‘man’s man’ to make up the difference, took up diving, got caught in a storm that beat him up so bad he should have wound up in a coffin. In his near-death scenario he met his Soul Family, an experience that rocked him to his core. His life changed after that—new job, big move, later a divorce, remarried, then the discovery of massive tumors and a dissolving spine. What he went through to regain his health is the stuff of miracles; what he learned along the way is a message for all of us—about spirituality, about purpose, about the power of prayer and the reality of unconditional love. David is a gentle soul today, someone you want to be in the same room with, as just his presence heals and calms. In Voyage of Purpose he shares what he learns as he learns it. He takes you with him into the depths of spirit, so you can feel your own soul and discover your own truth.” 

—P. M. H. Atwater, L.H.D., author of Near-Death Experiences: The Rest of the Story
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Cindy’s Introduction


I first met David Bennett in Geneseo, New York, at a spiritual weekend retreat. Even then, he struck me as a quiet, observant, and gentle man. He wasn’t as outgoing as others in our group, and I didn’t think much about our meeting. About a year later, at another weekend retreat, we met again and it was clear that David had gone through a change. He was not just sitting back and observing—he was participating. I think that was the first time I really “saw” David.

What I saw was a shining light. David had a calming presence, yet his energy was invigorating. I now know that what I experienced was David with his heart open wide. It is intoxicating…and a little overwhelming, and you’d think, after being married to him for ten years, I would be used to it. But when he opens his heart and radiates that truth of his, I still have to catch my breath.

When I first got to know David, he wasn’t talking about his near-death experience (NDE) as he does now. I knew he had an NDE, but I didn’t know a lot of the details. Over the years, I have heard him share his story with hundreds of people and I learn something new each time. When he asked me to write his story, we didn’t know where to start. We tried a few times, but we just couldn’t pull it together.

In the spring of 2005, we were invited to visit Acadia National Park with part of the spiritual group from Geneseo. I had always been drawn to Acadia; I don’t know why I was drawn. I just knew it was a place that I had to go. It did seem beautiful, yet it was more than that, but I had never gone.

We decided this would be the perfect opportunity. We brought the laptop with the idea that maybe we could gather our thoughts about the book during the 11-hour drive. Well, it’s a good thing we could plug the computer into the car adapter. Something about David driving and me typing was magical. I still quite don’t know who drove the car as David went deep into the light to recount his story. Luckily I type fast, because there was no stopping him. He talked and I typed the whole way—through New York, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and finally across the border into Maine.

It was a special time in Arcadia. David climbed Cadillac Mountain and we were able to spend time with Tom Sawyer and some other dear friends. We were told that many musicians and philanthropists have found the beauty so amazing that they say it inspired them. Jim Chappell even chose Acadia for the name of an album he created after hiking the trails there. I think that it is a combination of the beauty, the sea and the energy of the place. It feels sacred. It goes deeper than just the beauty.

Acadia was the inspiration we needed, and the ride home was just as productive. The time flew by as I asked David questions and he went deeper and deeper into his experience. He even surprised himself, as details emerged that he had never thought about before. Someone must have been watching over us, because we arrived home safely and with his experience in the light down on paper.

After the trip, we kept the writing going during afternoons spent in front of the fireplace. David relived his time in the light over and over again while I recorded his experience in words. I took all the computer files with me on a trip to Australia and attempted to start writing the book. But I found it impossible to re-create the intensity of David’s language. Every time I tried to capture his story in my words, I lost the connection to the light.

This was when I decided I must let the reader experience David’s amazing journey the way I did, in his own words. It became clear this was the only way to share the full impact.

I feel incredibly blessed to be the one chosen to be his scribe. Every time I reread David’s story, my heart opens a little more to the light and love he offers us.

I believe with all my heart that you will benefit from reading David’s story as much as I did. Don’t worry if you can only read just a little and then sit back and absorb it for a while. After all, it took a voyage of twenty years for David to be able to integrate his near-death experience and tell you his story. It is understandable that you might need a little time to integrate his incredible light and love into your own life’s voyage.

— Cindy Griffith-Bennett



 Chapter One

THE EARLY YEARS



No one saves us but ourselves, no one can and no one may.
 We ourselves must walk the path but Buddhas clearly show the way.

— Gautama Buddha

In sharing my story I first want to introduce you to who I am. Not the statistics or events of my life that the public sees, but rather, the inner me, a spiritual connection to my true being. In order to accomplish this introduction we’ll need to voyage back in time so you can have an understanding of why my life’s course has changed its bearing so much. (And please excuse the nautical terms I cast about, because I am, after all, a sailor and engineer.)

I am telling this story for my own well-being and so others will benefit from reading it. My near-death experiences have changed my life, turning it upside down and inside out, and the effects from those experiences continue unfolding to this day—and will probably go on until I pass over once again.

I hope that by telling you my story of near-death experiences, you will see clearly all the changes it caused within my life and with my connection with Spirit. In doing that my goal is to help those who have had their own sort of spiritual transformative experience realize that change is inevitable and good. By reviewing our lives we can all have a better understanding of why everything happens as it does.

Before I relate this information about my early years it is important to understand that I do not view any of my past or present as good or bad. I view everything in my life as just the way it was, is, or will be. Eckhart Tolle expresses it so well in his book A New Earth:

When we go into a forest that has not been interfered with by man, our thinking mind will see only disorder and chaos all around us. It won’t even be able to differentiate between life (good) and death (bad) anymore since everywhere new life grows out of rotting and decaying matter. Only if we are still enough inside and the noise of thinking subsides can we become aware that there is a hidden harmony here, a sacredness, a higher order in which everything has its perfect place and could not be other than what it is and the way it is.

Survival

We make progress in society only if we stop cursing and complaining about its shortcomings and have the courage to do something about them.

— Elisabeth Kubler-Ross

When looking back on my life it amazes me to see how my experiences prepared me for my death. One experience leads to the next, constantly preparing me for the upcoming challenges—very much like a new birth, you might say. Please do not view the extremes and swings of my life and death as good or bad. Instead think of them as a part of my wholeness or my true being.

As a child of a single mother in the late 1950s, I was bounced from family to family, never really belonging to one. It wasn’t common or acceptable at that time to be a single mother. Some of the families I lived with had opposing and extreme religious beliefs that taught me to fear God and authority. In other homes I was subjected to foster siblings sexually abusing me. Bounced around like this I was always going to new schools. As the new kid in school in the Syracuse, New York suburbs, the class bullies usually singled me out as a target. Once, when I was in first grade, I was dragged off, beaten, and left lost in a swamp by some particularly tough older boys. I stayed in the swamp, wet, cold, and frightened the boys would return, until a neighbor found me wandering and helped me home well after dark. Thankfully, the foster dad of that home taught me how to use my fists with boxing gloves and a punching bag in the basement. That significantly reduced the number of lost battles later on in my youth.

In second grade, my plight came to the attention of a substitute teacher, Myrtle Viers. She and her husband, Gleason, who had no children of their own, took me in at the age of seven. Theirs was my first stable family environment. Even so, I had to walk to school and the bullies were again in full force. Knowing and becoming somewhat proficient in street fighting, I wasn’t concerned as much about myself as I was for my new friends, who happened to be targets themselves. It was at this point in my life that I developed the ability to look ahead…as if I were floating above the rooftops. I could see where the bullies were hanging out, waiting for me. My friends and I could then avoid them by taking a different route to school. I didn’t see anything odd in my ability. I thought everyone could leave their bodies and look ahead. But because I was not part of a “real” family, I thought my foster family just wasn’t telling me that this was normal. And it followed that I wasn’t going to let on to anyone that I could look ahead. I share this to show how isolated I felt at this early stage of my life. Because I didn’t know how to have healthy relationships or interactions with others, I was already developing a need to be independent.

It was about this time that I started having recurring dreams. Three dreams stand out to this day. Each involves me dying. In the first and least frequent dream, I am a deckhand on a tall sailing ship. The ship is attacked and boarded. In the fight, I am killed. In the second, more frequent dream, I am walking along a path that borders a sheer rock wall. There is a landslide and I am killed instantly. The third dream, the most frequent, finds me working for a Spanish ranch that raises bulls for the bullfight arena. One of the bulls charges me while I am training it. The bull gores me, lifting me into the air and I am dead before my body lands. This dream would cause my body to lurch so violently that I was actually lifted a few inches (centimeters) off my mattress. In all of these vivid and violent dreams, I would awake, after experiencing my death, and find myself soaked with sweat and breathing heavily. People would tell me that you never die in your dreams, but that wasn’t true for me—I died quite often in my dreams. Of course, I never said a word to anyone, keeping it all inside.

By the time I was twelve, I had this strong knowledge that I was going to die in my mid-twenties. I used to joke around with friends, saying, “I’m going to live hard and fast because I’m going to die young. “ I always visualized I was going to be stabbed just under my shoulder blade, into the lungs. I knew I was going to have incredible searing pain in my chest and die. Little did I know at the time how true this predictive knowing would become!

Meanwhile I was quickly learning how to be self-sufficient and manage on my own. If I wanted something for myself, like a new bike or jeans, I had to work for it. I shoveled driveways and mowed lawns to get what I needed. I saw my birth mother about two weekends a month if I was lucky. Mom-Marge was a fiery (dyed) redheaded party girl, and also a hardworking waitress and barmaid. Most of the time Mom was working when I came to visit. So if one of her drunken boyfriends wasn’t at the apartment to babysit, I was brought to the bar or restaurant, where I became somewhat of a pet. When I was really little they would actually seat me on top of the bar. Again, this taught independence and how to make the best of a tough lifestyle.

When I was 14, Mom married James Schiano. I called him Jim or Jimmy because that’s what the rest of his family called him. I was too old and had lived in too many homes to call him Dad. The crazy thing was, I was never told about their wedding. I found out much later that their “justice of the peace” wedding took place during a trip to Florida. Mom and Jimmy had a unique relationship—they loved to argue and pick on each other. It appeared more like screaming and yelling to most people, but somehow underneath all the demeaning they did truly love each other.

Mom and Jim never stayed in one place for long, and soon after they were married, they felt like it was time for a move. Tucson, Arizona, was their chosen destination and they decided they were going to take me with them. I didn’t know it at the time, but Myrtle and Gleason were on the verge of adopting me to save me from this neglect and abuse. This was incredibly threatening to my mother. To Myrtle and Gleason’s disappointment, we skipped town. That was the end of the Viers’ short stabilizing influence. I didn’t understand the pain my leaving caused the Viers family.

Arizona sounded cool to me, and I thought the move was a wonderful thing. I was only interested in what I could do in Arizona, the adventures I’d have as a 14-year-old. On the road, just south of Flagstaff, there was a lot of road construction and we had to pull our forty-foot (ten meters) house trailer through what looked like a goat trail for hours. After we cleared the construction and were on smooth road again, our trailer lost one of the driver-side tires. I watched from the backseat as the tire bounced down the road beside us. Now unstable, the trailer pushed our Chevy Suburban from one side of the highway to the other, spitting gravel in every direction. On one side of the road was a cliff and on the other a sizable embankment. Jimmy, who had been a truck driver, knew he had to get us safely off the hi-way so he pointed the truck toward the part of the embankment that leveled off with the pavement. He was only off by a little with his calculation because we left the road early, dropping down until the nose of the truck plowed into the next embankment.

I was in the rear bench seat and Schultz, our German shepherd, was chained in the back of the Chevy Suburban because he liked to lunge at other vehicles. Mom and Jimmy were in the front seat with Trixie, the little red Pomeranian. When we started swerving, I hung on for dear life. When the truck flew off the road, it bounced me high enough that I could look out the windshield. As we were about to meet the next embankment, I slammed hard back down on the seat. Schultz flew over me and the bench seat hitting Mom square in the back. Both dog and Mom slammed against the dashboard. Jimmy’s head hit the windshield. The force of the impact was so great that the truck folded like an accordion, it pushed the front and back seat together and I was sandwiched between them.

The trailer jackknifed, and now lay on its side across the highway, blocking both directions. Drivers who witnessed the accident came running and helped us out of the Suburban. Mom was in unbelievable pain. Jimmy’s face was covered with blood and glass. I was shaken, though, miraculously, did not have a scratch. The ambulance took us to the hospital in Cottonwood. I sat outside tending to Schultz and Trixie, listening to the quails whistle back and forth to each other. Not knowing the sound of a quail yet, I thought maybe someone over the ridge was whistling to us, trying to get our attention. Obviously I was in shock, and to this day I can’t understand why no one thought to examine me. The dogs and I waited quite a while before a nurse came out to tell me that my parents were going to have to stay in the hospital. Jimmy had sent her out with his wallet and the nurse called me a cab. At fourteen I was left on my own with two dogs. No social worker, no nothing, just the clothes on my back. Luckily, the cab driver knew of some inexpensive rooms that were close enough for me to make the long walk to the hospital each day.

The lady who owned the rooms let me keep my canine charges as long as I kept them quiet and clean. She had heard about the accident from the cab driver, who had probably heard about it from the nurse. Good old small-town rumor communication. My two-room digs were just behind Main Street, on which a combination bar / pool hall / sweetshop / restaurant had a blue-plate special everyday for a buck! Of course the word got out about my situation, that I was on my own, and the waitresses made sure my plate was piled high. I can still remember those meals—that’s where I learned I really liked chipped beef on toast. Usually the blue-plate was my meal for the day. I had to make Jimmy’s cash last because I had no idea how long Mom and Jimmy would be in the hospital. Someone else helped me out with the dogs’ food and my landlady loaned me plates and silverware. All I had to wear were the clothes I had on in the accident, and I washed them out in the sink every other night.

Every day I took the long walk up to the hospital in the Arizona sun to check in with my folks. I was too young to be allowed inside to see Mom in the women’s ward, but the nurses let her know I had been there. The waiting area outside the women’s ward was a scary place, having to hear women down the hall moaning or sometimes screaming. I detested sitting in the hospital. When Jimmy was able to walk again, he’d come out of his room and visit me in the waiting area. After about three weeks, Jimmy was discharged but Mom was there for another six months with a broken back. That three-week period in my young life taught me I could survive on my own, but its hardening effect sent me further into my own isolation.

We decided to stay in Cottonwood and the Verdi Valley. Mom changed as a result of that accident. She went from being a lighthearted party girl to being extremely negative toward everything in life. It didn’t hurt Mom and Jim’s love for arguing, though, which just got worse. I couldn’t stand it, so I would spend as much time as possible away from home.

Mingus Union High School was up in Jerome on the side of Mingus Mountain. The school was made up of kids that were cowboys, Indians, Mexicans, or hippies. Suddenly there I was, plopped into the middle of all of this as a longhaired kid from New York State. The cowboys misinterpreted my long hair and thought at first I was a pacifist hippie kid. Boy, did they make a mistake. After I dusted a few of them off in the parking lot after school they left me alone, and they quit threatening to cut my hair. I fell in more with the Navajo, Hopi and Mexican kids. Their homes became my hideout. Their mothers and grandmothers saw my messed-up family life and kind of adopted me, sharing a lot of their beliefs with me. I found a sense of peace with these people, despite my negative family situation. When not hiking and exploring the deserts, canyons and mountains, I was listening to the grandmothers’ stories.

Boys Wanting to Be Men

I have now understood that though it seems to men that they live by care for themselves, in truth it is love alone by which they live. He who has love, is in God, and God is in him, for God is love.

— Tolstoy

As you can probably sense by now I was a very brash young man who wanted to challenge everything—and even going so far as to put my life on the line purely for the thrill of adventure. I used to think of myself as an adrenaline junky. But most of the things my friends and I did were just the foolish undertakings of boys wanting to be men.

Like the time we heard that a friend’s father had shot and stuffed a bear. Well, that was too much for our teenage imagination so two pals and I took off to hunt what the Native American mothers called the “grandfather bear” that lived in the mountains near our homes. So what that we had never hunted bear before—how hard could it be? With all our great years of wisdom we came up with a grand plan. Since I had the least amount of hunting experience and only a borrowed 30-30 rifle, I would walk through the center of the canyon where we had found signs of a bear and make a lot of noise. That way I’d herd the bear down the canyon. My companions would stay a little ahead of me, atop the canyon walls, and shoot the bear when they got a clear shot.

I could hardly wait for them to get into position so we could start our great hunt of grandfather bear. Once they did, I started moving up the canyon, yelling and beating the brush, which was great fun. I just knew that old bear would be running down the canyon in view of the sharpshooters at any moment.

I noticed my friend on the right falling behind me a little, so I shouted up at him to move faster. All he did was nod in recognition, which was just fine by me, because I was beginning to believe that maybe the bear wasn’t even in this canyon. Nevertheless I kept waving for my friend to keep moving and he kept waving for me to do the same. I didn’t get why he had to tell me that. But I instantly forgot about him when, from behind, I heard the deepest grunt of my life. The hair on the back of my neck vibrated. I cautiously looked over my left shoulder and saw that big, very big, old bear swaying back and forth, and looking at ME. I didn’t waste another second. I turned and ran. I didn’t stop running until I reached the end of the canyon, where I sat down, my back to a tree.

When my friends caught up with me I had cooled down enough to threaten them with slow torture for not warning me, even though they claimed they were trying to tell me. By the time we got home we had convinced ourselves that we were great bear hunters and that the bear was lucky to have so narrowly escaped us. Funny thing, we never went bear hunting again. We never told our parents, or even the neighbor I borrowed the rifle from, about our great hunt.

We boys who wanted to be men were taught respect and honor for the strength of the Creator that day. Unfortunately, the lesson wasn’t brought home to our hearts so we could live it in our lives. We continued to tempt fate in our further adventures with this knowledge in a slumbering state inside us.

Two years after arriving in Arizona, Mom and Jimmy wanted to move back east to Syracuse. I guess the grass was always greener someplace else for them. Once again I had carved out a life for myself only to have it ripped away. Back in Syracuse, I took a course on scuba diving at the YMCA. It was then that I fell in love with diving. Who knew that this new passion would eventually lead to my death?

Learning to Play the Game

Whatever games are played with us, we must play no games with ourselves, but deal in our privacy with the last honesty and truth.

— Ralph Waldo Emerson

I had gotten a little of Arizona and the Verde River in my bloodstream, so as soon as I graduated high school, I moved back to Arizona and that Valley. But times had gotten tough in Arizona and good-paying jobs were scarce for a young man. I realized I needed more education. My interest in diving and the water had not diminished, and I rather liked the idea of becoming a US Navy diver (I couldn’t be a Navy Seal because my vision wasn’t good enough). The Navy recruiter informed me that with my high aptitude scores if I went to the Navy’s engineering school and become an engineer, I could then go to the Navy dive school. This all sounded grand, so I did basic training in San Diego, and then attended engineering school in Great Lakes, Illinois. I did well in both and received some meritorious advancement.

Soon after I was assigned to my first ship, the chief engineer called me to his stateroom with other men from my division. Everyone else in the meeting was a petty officer or higher in rank. He told us we were the core group of the engineering division. I kept to the back of the room because I figured I must have come at the wrong time to the wrong meeting. I was relieved when the meeting was over and we were dismissed. After that meeting Lt. Commander John Stepien started coming to our engineering space looking for me, and when he found me he would be incredibly critical and demeaning. I learned to hate him.

I’m a survivor and I learned Stepien’s game pretty swiftly. So he’d have nothing to be critical about, I got very good at my job. To do that I not only had to learn my job, I had to learn everyone else’s job as well. I qualified for all the watch stations in Main Control, Engine Room #1. This served me well, and I started advancing in rank. At this point, our ship received orders to Guantanamo Bay for war exercises. When we were at battle stations, my role was to stand next to Lt. Commander Stepien, and relay all the communications from the four engineering spaces to him. He would then respond with the orders needed for the battle conditions and I would relay these orders and queries back and forth to the four engineering spaces. It sounds very confusing, and it was at first. But I found I could fragment my thought processes so I could listen to the communication man in each of the boiler and engine rooms, relay the information to the Lt. Commander, then relay his instructions back and keep it all accurate.

During one mock battle scenario our engine room was hit. The petty officer in charge froze and didn’t know what to do next. Because I had trained in all the jobs within our engine room I stepped in and successfully finished the scenario. The observers who graded the exercise couldn’t penalize us because we took all the correct action, even though the petty officer froze. The next day the petty officer was transferred out into Repair Division and I was promoted to his position. I was only a second-class petty officer, but I was in charge of Main Control, Engine Room #1. I never found out why Lt. Commander Stepien singled me out, but I now have the highest respect for the man. I’m thankful he pushed me so hard.

While I was in charge of the engine room, a young man was put under my command who was clearly unstable. I thought the best course of action was to try to understand and get to know him. In talking with him, I realized that his life growing up was amazingly similar to mine. Instead of choosing to be self-sufficient as I did, however, he chose to be a victim. He allowed himself very little self-worth or self-esteem. I tried to help him as much as I could, but in the end he tried to commit suicide and was removed from the ship. He acted as a mirror for me, showing how the way we perceive our life experiences and the choices we make are critical to how we develop. At that time if someone was psychologically messed up everyone wanted to put the blame on his upbringing—it was the parent’s fault. I never believed that line of reasoning; we all make choices, even as youngsters, when responding to challenges.

I find this philosophy is similar to the I Ching #29, one of the oldest divination systems of the Chinese classic texts, also known as the Book of Changes—An empowered person observes how water changes its shape to fill any space it encounters, and learns a lesson about survival, success, flexibility and consistency.

We all have the choice to see our experiences in life as opportunities for growth or reasons not to move forward. Flexibility comes when you learn to go with the flow or system you find yourself in. The Navy taught me how to play the game and be successful.

At the end of my four years I chose not to reenlist and become a Navy diver but instead use the GI Bill to attend a commercial dive school and become a professional diver. I could become a diver faster that way, so it was worth it to give up the reenlistment bonus in exchange for bigger salaries in the future. I was first in my class at dive school. That, along with my Navy engineering training, helped me land the job of Chief Engineer on the research vessel Aloha, owned by International Underwater Contractors (IUC), the same company that owned and ran my dive school.

Now in my mid twenties, I had been having a long-distance relationship since the end of my Navy days with a woman back in upstate New York. We got married, and shortly after that I transferred to California where I continued to work on the research vessel. It wasn’t long before I moved my new wife to the tiny apartment in Santa Barbara, California. I was out to sea for eight to nine months out of the year doing my dream job: diving and working on the ship. Although it probably was not the best way to start a new relationship, we made a go of it.

So in conclusion over the early years of my life, I had learned to work hard in order to survive and be successful, but many tried to take advantage of me. Some of them were good friends, family members, or business partners who saw an opportunity to take something. Every time this happened it whittled away my trust in others and something inside me grew hard and cold.

The first twenty-seven years of my life taught me to go after what I wanted. Adversity was my teacher and it made me stronger. I had to fight my way through life, and thus my philosophy was simple: “Cut your swath through life and survive.” Something else that kept ringing in my head was advice from my stepfather, Jimmy, who would always tell me, “Don’t tell nobody your business.”
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