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Praise for The Modern Book of the Dead

“A winning history of humanity’s numerous imaginings of the hereafter.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A brilliant and absorbing exploration of our ideas about death and the afterlife, that brings much thought, insight, and personal reflection to an area of experience we too often avoid examining.”

—Gary Lachman, author of A Secret History  of Consciousness

“Spiritual seekers will warm to Tompkins’s broad and surging vision of enriched experience.”

—Library Journal

The Divine Life of Animals

“Delightfully insightful and well-researched. . . . Incredibly entertaining while also raising deep ethical questions.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“You do not have to be a die-hard believer in the animal soul to be grabbed by the stories in The Divine Life of Animals. Whether you agree with Tompkins’s arguments or not, his search for a basis for belief in the spiritual life of animals will leave you charmed, entertained, and deeply impressed.”

—Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson, New York Times bestselling coauthor of When Elephants Weep

“For anyone who has ever wondered about the mysteries of the animal soul, this compulsively readable book is the one you’ve been waiting for. I kept wondering, ‘How come no one’s ever explained it all so clearly before?’ ”

—Michael Mountain, cofounder, Best Friends Animal Society

“This unforgettable and surprising book will make you reconsider everything you’ve ever thought or felt about animals. The question of whether pets survive beyond the physical world has never been addressed so movingly—or unpredictably. After reading Ptolemy Tompkins’s conclusions, you’ll never look into your pet’s eyes the same way again.”

—Mitch Horowitz, critically acclaimed author of Occult America



What happens to us after we die?

It’s a question people have been asking since the dawn of time, and entire civilizations have been shaped by the ways in which they’ve answered it. All the world’s religions offer their own perspectives on what happens to us after death, and even in the modern world, where the existence of the soul is so often questioned, channeling and near-death experiences have kept those ancient questions alive all the same. So it is that in today’s largely secular society, thousands still continue to turn to ancient texts like the Tibetan and Egyptian Books of the Dead for consolation and inspiration.

Like the world’s other great sacred works, these Books of the Dead offer wisdom, hope, and comfort. But because they’re so old, the material they present needs to be seen within a modern context in order to be truly useful. If “What happens to the soul at death?” remains perhaps the single most important question we can ask, then whatever answer we find should incorporate not just ancient wisdom, but also the fruits of modern experience. The Modern Book of the Dead does just that.

Author Ptolemy Tompkins grew up in a family where questions about the shape and fate of the human soul were discussed on a daily basis, and he has explored those concepts in his critically acclaimed books The Divine Life of Animals and Paradise Fever. But as he explains in his boldly unconventional new book, it was only with his father’s death that he began to think about death in a genuinely concrete way—as something that really and truly will happen to each one of us.

Part memoir, part history of ideas of the afterlife, and part road map to what might truly await each of us when we leave our bodies behind, The Modern Book of the Dead is a wise and courageous book that approaches the question of the afterlife in a refreshingly intimate manner. Weaving together philosophy, science, stories of near-death experiences, and theology, the author comes to one amazing and uplifting truth: that somehow, human consciousness lives on after death. Both inspiring and intimate, this is a modern meditation that allows the reader to think about death in an all-new way.
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Ptolemy Tompkins is the author of four books. From 1999 until 2007, he was a senior editor at both Guideposts and Angels on Earth magazines, and continues to write on occasion for both publications. He is a frequent contributor to BeliefNet.com, and his writing has been featured in Harper’s, the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and Time Asia. His work has also appeared in several editions of the Best Spiritual Writing series, as well as in a number of other anthologies.
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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR THE MODERN BOOK OF THE DEAD

“A brilliant and absorbing exploration of our ideas about death and the afterlife, that brings much thought, insight, and personal reflection to an area of experience we too often avoid examining.”

—Gary Lachman, author of A Secret History of Consciousness

PRAISE FOR PARADISE FEVER

“A coming-of-New Age story, hilariously recalled.” —The New Yorker

“Brilliant… A great book.” —The Spectator (London)

“Eloquent… A book that does for American alternative religiosity what Angela’s Ashes did for Irish Catholicism.” —The Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Anyone considering writing a memoir—and their name is legion—should study this beautifully written, miraculously generous book.” —The Boston Globe
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PRAISE FOR THE DIVINE LIFE OF ANIMALS

“[This] attempt to find a basis for belief in the spiritual life of animals will leave you charmed, entertained, and deeply impressed.” —Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson, PhD, coauthor of When Elephants Weep: The Emotional Lives of Animals

“For anyone who has ever wondered about the mysteries of the animal soul, this compulsively readable book is the one you’ve been waiting for.” —Michael Mountain, cofounder, Best Friends Animal Sanctuary
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That is at bottom the only courage that is demanded of us: to have courage for the most strange, the most singular and the most inexplicable that we may encounter. That mankind has in this sense been cowardly has done life endless harm; the experiences that are called “visions,” the whole so-called “spirit-world,” death, all those things that are so closely akin to us, have by daily parrying been so crowded out of life that the senses with which we could have grasped them are atrophied. To say nothing of God.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE



Preface:


The Design in the Sand

In the South Pacific island nation of Vanuatu, the second-largest island is called Malakula. Thanks to the encroachments of the modern world, the traditional beliefs of the island’s native peoples are gradually dying out. But up until the early years of the twentieth century, the Malakulans practiced a richly imaginative tribal religion.

One of the more interesting rules of this religion concerned a series of designs that were memorized so that they could be drawn on command. These designs tended to be repetitive and made up of squarish shapes that looped together like the braids in an intricately woven fishnet. Simple at first glance, these patterns actually demanded skill and memory to reproduce correctly.

Like many primitive—or as they are more often called these days, “primal”—peoples, the Malakulans envisioned death as a journey. Not a vague, metaphorical journey, but a real and rock-solid one, as full of specific details as any taken by a person in the land of the living. For the Malakulans (and again, for countless other primal peoples besides), death was in some respects a trip like any other—only to a place where no one but dead people (and the occasional shaman, traveling there in spirit form) could go.

The Malakulan voyage usually started out with the newly dead soul walking along a beach. Making its way on foot, the soul would, at a certain point, find the path blocked by a terrifying cannibalistic ghost-goddess with the unlikely name of Le-hev-hev.

As the soul approached, Le-hev-hev would draw an intricate design in the sand—the same looping, fishnet-style design that the newly dead individual had (hopefully) learned how to draw correctly while alive.

Just as the newcomer soul arrived before her, the goddess would rub half of the design out. It was then the soul’s job to redraw the missing half of the design from memory. If the drawing was good, then Le-hev-hev would stand aside and grant access to the lands beyond, where the souls of the newly dead person’s deceased friends and family were waiting.

If not, however, it was a different story.

The afterlife myths of many ancient and primal peoples feature beings like Le-hev-hev: gatekeepers who only let the newly dead soul pass if he or she knows the right password, or has brought the proper gift along. Cerberus, the three-headed dog of Greek mythology, is the one most likely to come to people’s minds today, but he’s actually an atypical example of this figure because the Greeks, for much of their history, had a quite negative view of the world beyond. Cerberus’s chief job, therefore, was to keep dead souls in rather than to prevent them from entering. But for most peoples for most of history—and, most likely, for most of humankind’s time on earth before recorded history as well—the world beyond was a place one wanted to get into more than it was a place one wanted to get out of: a positive destination and a place of new beginnings rather than a dead end or a prison.

It was also, as in the case of the Malakulans, a place one needed to prepare for.

Among the believers in the ancient Greek mystical religion called Orphism, souls departing for the world beyond were given highly specific instructions for what to do once there:

 

You will find to the left of the House of Hades a spring,

And by the side thereof standing a white cypress.

Do not approach this spring.

But you will find another, from the Lake of Memory

Cold water flowing forth, and there are guardians before it.

Say, “I am a child of Earth and starry Heaven;

But my race is of Heaven alone. This you know yourselves.

But I am parched with thirst and I perish. Give me quickly

The cold water flowing forth from the Lake of Memory.”

And of themselves they will give you to drink of the holy spring—

And thereafter among the other heroes you shall have lordship.

 

Death, for the culture that produced these lines, was clearly not an ending but a journey that one needed to prepare for carefully. Not in the way we prepare for death these days, by making up a will and seeing that our worldly affairs are in order, but in the way that we prepare when we are about to go to some strange new physical place on the face of the earth.

Learning about the afterlife while one was still alive helped the peoples of these cultures feel confident and upbeat about the transition awaiting them. But it also did something else: it helped them live a better life while still here, in this life.

How did it do this? By suggesting (to use a familiar but apt image) that life and death are two sides of the same coin. How we think about and deal with life, in this view, will affect how we think about and deal with death, and vice versa. (That’s one reason so many afterlife teachings suggest that where we end up in the world beyond has to do with the quality of our behavior while in this one. Our situation there, in that other world, has to be a reflection of our behavior while here, for the simple reason that life and death, while different from each other, aren’t really disconnected. So whoever you are now, while in this life, can’t help but have a strong influence on who and where you will be in the next.)

“Our ideas about death,” wrote the twentieth-century Swedish diplomat and writer Dag Hammarskjöld, “define how we live our lives.” If we think in purely negative terms about death, life becomes a grim, claustrophobic, and essentially pointless affair: a story that starts out sad and just gets sadder as time goes on. If we hate and fear death, which is inevitably what we will do if we know nothing about it except what we see on the surface (the pain and loss it engenders, the havoc it wreaks), we will quite simply be unable to live a life that is happy anywhere but on the surface as well. But if, on the other hand, we succeed in thinking the right way about death (and this book suggests that there really is a way of doing just that), life loses that gloom and becomes something entirely different: something larger, stranger, and infinitely more promising and positive than we might ever have imagined. It becomes—to say it straight out—something that we can actually accept rather than struggle at every turn to deny.

The central idea of this book is that we in the modern world have forgotten how to perform this essential activity of “thinking the right things” about death, and that as a result we have found ourselves, collectively, in the position of a Malakulan native who has shown up before Le-hev-hev both empty-headed and empty-handed. When our time comes and the goddess draws half of the map of the underworld in the sand and then wipes half of it away again, we will not be able to redraw it for her for the simple reason that we have no genuine idea of how it is supposed to look.

After all, why should we have any really concrete ideas of what the world that awaits us after death looks like when we don’t actually believe in it?

That last question isn’t quite fair, of course. After all, countless polls and surveys show that most people in the modern world—and very definitely most Americans—do believe in an afterlife of some kind or other.

It’s that “some kind or other” part that is problematic. For in truth, in comparison to the peoples of times and places past, our beliefs about the world beyond are hopelessly vague. So much so that you might say that the main afterlife adversary that we in the modern world face—the goddess blocking our own particular path to the life beyond—is our very inability to conceive of death as a concrete journey: one every bit as real and specific as a trip to the airport on a Thursday afternoon.

Why are we so timid about conceiving of the afterlife in any but vague and insubstantial (and therefore, when you get down to it, useless) ways? The short answer, of course, is science. We live in a world full of different faiths, all of which seem to look at the spiritual world differently. Which one is correct? In the old days, most people didn’t have to ask this question because, being born into a prescientific culture, they were apt to accept their culture’s beliefs about the spiritual world without too much argument. We do the same thing today, but the belief system most of us adhere to (including many who, on the surface at least, consider themselves open to “spiritual” ideas) is that of scientific materialism. Science, most of us learned as kids, has shown that the otherworldly landscapes that the peoples who came before us believed in are all, quite simply, imaginary. Nothing exists “beyond” the physical world because the physical is all there is. Science is the one true story that tells us what life and the world are really like, and it has no room in it for gods and goddesses, for heavens and hells and limbos and any of the rest of those sorts of things that people in the old days—in their prescientific ignorance and befuddlement—used to take seriously.

But is this really true?

A very strong argument can be made that it isn’t. The fact of the matter is that rather than rendering all beliefs about worlds beyond this one invalid, science has, in the last century or so, slowly but surely been giving us back our license to believe in those worlds, and even more important, to think of ourselves as more—much more—than the physical bodies we inhabit while alive.

The beginnings of these developments lie back in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, when a small but significant number of scientific minds began to wonder if the general declaration that science had rendered the spiritual world obsolete was really correct. For a few brief decades, those individuals tried to find out if science and spirit might actually not be mutually exclusive terms after all. During these years, a surprisingly significant amount of evidence was accumulated that suggested that human personality might really and truly survive the death of the body.

But for a number of reasons (none of them good ones), the intellectual tides quickly turned. Funding and enthusiasm for these studies dried up, and by the beginning of the twentieth century any scientist who dared suggest that human consciousness could survive the death of the brain was either ignored or subjected to outright ridicule.

For the scientific establishment in its early years, the twentieth century was felt to be the one in which materialistic science would triumph once and for all over all the old, outmoded ideas about soul and spirit that had kept the peoples of previous times so shackled in ignorance. Mind, consciousness… For the dominant scientific thinkers of the early twentieth century, these mysterious entities were close to being pushed completely out of the picture. The question What is consciousness? was, for these scientists, not really even worth asking, for consciousness was simply an “epiphenomenon,” a mere by-product of physical activity (in particular, the electromagnetic activity within the neurons of the brain). It was something that might seem real to the naïve and scientifically untrained, but in truth it had no “solid” existence whatsoever.

The century was barely under way, however, before new discoveries in the world of subatomic physics began to place these confident ideas into question. Solid matter itself, it began to appear, was something of an illusion, for at the core of the atom was found not solidity, but patterns of relationship between states of energy.

Matter itself, it turned out, was completely nonmaterial.

Not only was matter found to be much less solid than people first expected, but consciousness, in turn, was found to be much more substantial—much more real. Though it took virtually the entire century to happen, eventually enough evidence accumulated to suggest that far from being a mere secondary function of the brain and body, consciousness is actually much more substantive and long-lasting than either of those other entities. Rather than a simple “nothing” that isn’t worth including anywhere at all on our maps of reality, consciousness has now—for some scientists at least—established itself as the central fact of the universe: the nonmaterial ground upon which all else is built. Consciousness isn’t, in this line of thinking, some secondary quality that our bodies possess for an all-too-brief time before it vanishes once more into the pure nothingness from whence it came, but the actual thing we are, both before, during, and after the time that we possess our physical bodies.

But is this consciousness that so completely defines what we are a single, unchanging entity, exactly the same in all of us? Or is consciousness, along with being immortal, also specific? To rephrase this enormously important and entirely serious question, is it not just some generic blanket consciousness that is potentially immortal, but individual personal consciousness, like the specific consciousness that defines who you are and defines who I am?

If individual personal consciousness (the nonphysical, postmortem you and the nonphysical, postmortem me) survives the death of the physical body, how does it do so? Does it, as so many spiritual traditions over the centuries have suggested, possess a series of superphysical bodies that it continues to inhabit—each for a shorter or longer time—after it leaves the body? If it does, what is the nature of the world or worlds through which these spiritual vehicles of our identity move? Is there (as spiritual traditions beyond counting have suggested) more than one level to the postmortem universe? And if there are, can we really and truly entertain the idea that we just might visit these levels, one after another, when our physical bodies finally give out?

These are questions that, after a long and unfruitful interim when science declared them meaningless at best and idiotic at worst, some scientifically minded people are beginning to ask again. The default materialism that is built so deeply into anyone born, as I was, in the mid-twentieth century now stands a chance of being at least partially reprogrammed. There is, if you look for it, more than enough accumulated wisdom from times and peoples past, and more than enough genuinely compelling evidence from scientific investigation today to make that possible.

But navigating one’s way through the different arguments for and against belief in a world beyond the physical is, now perhaps more than ever before, a very confusing business. The topic is so complex, the voices arguing for one opinion and against others are so numerous, so varied, and (sometimes) so unpleasantly strident, that coming away from this material with a single, clear picture in one’s head (the kind that the peoples of the past often had such an easier time arriving at) is close to impossible.

That’s why, even though we might like to be otherwise, and even though the facts increasingly suggest we should be otherwise, so many of us in the modern world remain materialists at heart. The materialist view of the world is the one that most of us continue to live within because it was put into our heads long before we knew enough to resist it, and even if we may now and then be pulled away from it for a minute or an hour or even a day or a week, sooner or later we find ourselves drifting right back into our old way of looking at the world. We do this because materialism is the reality we were trained, in countless tiny ways every single day of our lives, to inhabit: the view that the world we live in is built on, the details of which were whispered into our ears virtually since our first day on the planet. As such, it can be argued with, complained about, or simply denied, but genuinely eradicating (or even lastingly modifying) this deep program is challenging in the extreme.

As materialists, we believe that we are bodies, not souls, and that our consciousness (that is, the rootless, undefined entity that knows itself and feels, to most of us, like it resides in our heads just behind our eyes) will come to a full stop when our bodies die. Things will go dark, and we will drift away into nothingness.

I speak with authority on this subject because—despite having been interested in spiritual topics since my teenage years and having grown up in a household where spiritual subjects were discussed constantly—I am deeply infected with this default materialist belief structure myself. I know first and foremost from my own experience that to believe, in our current modern world, that we are at heart something other than purely physical beings doomed to die when our bodies give out, is an extraordinarily challenging task.

But it is not an impossible one. We can achieve it not by adopting the colorful but outmoded beliefs of the cultures that came before us, however, but by gaining a deep and daily understanding of the fact that the materialist perspective, besides being depressing and debilitating, is also increasingly showing itself to be simply wrong. The best way to begin to do this is by developing a new map of reality—of life and of death—that is drawn so simply and so boldly that, like a design sketched quickly but decisively in the sand, it can actually stay in our minds even after the tide—or the arm of the goddess—has swept it away.

The spiritual teacher Jiddu Krishnamurti used to say that though life is complex, we need nonetheless to approach it simply. If this is true of life, it is even truer of death. Not because what might await us at death is in any way simple (in fact, if we listen to the most sober, intelligent, and convincing voices on the matter it is complex beyond imagining), but because we need nonetheless to think about it that way if we are to keep our thinking clear and strong and unvague enough to break through the thick walls of unbelief that our culture has, like it or not, built up around us.

That’s why, despite the fact that to those with a materialistic bent its subject matter is itself the very definition of nonsense, this aspires to being a very no-nonsense book. It tries, by using both traditional wisdom and the latest insights and discoveries of physicists, psychologists, near-death researchers, and others, to outline a picture of the elements of the afterlife that is clear enough to stay in the mind’s eye even after the book has been put down. It tries, in short, to create a kind of “design in the sand” for our own day.

The idea that life continues after the death of the physical body is one that the great majority of peoples who came before us on this planet took very seriously. It was a subject they were not afraid to talk and think about with all the energy, imagination, and intellect they possessed.

That, I believe, is what it should be for us today as well. Not because we owe the peoples of the past anything in terms of what we do or don’t believe, but simply because now as then, life and death remain the twin poles of our existence. To fail (out of a mistaken but deep-seated belief that science has proved it to be nonexistent) to learn how to think properly about the life that awaits us in the world beyond this one is to hamper our ability to think about and negotiate the life each one of us is living right here and now. It is, if you really get down to it, to doom ourselves to living only half the life we really could be living.

While I hope this book manages to say at least a few genuinely new things on the subject, its chief aim is to bring to light an extraordinarily empowering new geography of the afterlife that has been laboriously staked out by a number of people, but which remains far too little known. I have tried to give an outline of this geography, to tell the story of where it came from, and to give an account of why we should take it seriously in a sufficiently fast, bold, and personal manner (for reasons that will become obvious, I have not been shy about bringing my personal story into the proceedings) that hopefully some of its power will come across to the reader as it has to me. It has been my experience that when this old/new picture of the afterlife is sketched fast and clean and with minimal fuss, the mind’s resistance to these truths falls away and something else appears: recognition. Reading this book will, I hope, make at least some readers feel that strange shock of the familiar that I have sometimes experienced when, reading certain passage from the best, smartest, and most convincing literature on the afterlife, I suddenly realize that, fascinating and profoundly cheering as this material is, it isn’t really new to me at all. Some part of me—a part deeper, even, than the layers of assumed materialism created by years of living in a materialistic society—recognizes what I am being told, because on a deep level I knew it already.

Plato famously suggested that the truest kind of learning is actually recollection—that is, that the really important stuff that there is to learn isn’t new at all, because at a deep level we know it already. If death really and truly is the other half of life, it might just be that that half isn’t nearly as alien to us as we so often think it is, but only awaits the right hints and reminders to appear to us once more in its full and proper light.

Few things in our hugely materialistic culture are more challenging to think about seriously than what happens to us at death. But few are more necessary, too. For no matter what kind of a brave face we might try to put on it, a life lived without a coherent, focused, and serious picture of the afterlife is, quite simply, a life without context: a life that will, in the end, always be missing half of itself.

That lost half—that missing piece of the design in the sand—is what this book is about.
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A Long, Personal, but Necessary Introduction Explaining How I Came to Write This Book

Few kids like going to bed. But when I was a kid, I really didn’t like it. That each day should have to come to an end with the closing of the door of my room and the (usually) all too long wait for unconsciousness to arrive seemed not only unfair; it seemed downright absurd. The darkness and separation that night brought with it filled me with a pure childish anxiety that I can still conjure up today.

It was while lying in bed as a young child and waiting for sleep to come that I remember doing my earliest significant thinking about death. One night, at about age five, I awoke in a cold sweat from a dream in which the people I knew had appeared as one-dimensional paper cutouts. My father, my mother, my teachers—everyone was reduced, in the dream, to these simple paper shapes, each wearing a single, static expression, some smiling, some frowning, but all equally shallow, all equally empty of true human presence.

In its simple, straightforward way, this dream summed up all the deepest anxieties I had about life as a kid. The notion that the human world was really just a surface event with nothing real beneath it, that the people I knew and the world I lived in had, in fact, no true or lasting substance… Wasn’t that what the concept of death—impossibly remote and hard to understand, yet at the same time hugely, intimately close and ever-present—really suggested?

The more I thought about death as a kid, the more strange it seemed to me that most people in the world around me had so little to say about it—or at least, so little of any real usefulness. In 1970, when I was eight, my mother read E. B. White’s children’s book Charlotte’s Web aloud to me. At the end of the book, when Charlotte the spider died, I struggled to get my head around the idea that Wilbur the pig could have gotten any happiness or consolation from the fact that Charlotte had left a nest of baby spiders behind to keep him company. Babies or no babies, Charlotte was still gone. Wasn’t that what really counted?

That same year, I began suffering a new series of nightmares turning around the theme of being kidnapped. In most of these scenarios, a group of malevolent but otherwise unidentifiable men crept up on me while I was sleeping, stuffed me into a sack, and dragged me away to a cabin in the middle of a dark forest.

In an effort to find out what lay at the root of these fantasies, my father enlisted the help of a Scientologist friend of his named Rebecca. For several months in the spring of that year, I made regular visits to a small office in downtown Washington, DC, where Rebecca hooked me up to an E-meter—a lie-detector-like device that Scientologists use to measure electrical fluctuations at the surface of the skin. Over the course of half a dozen of these visits, Rebecca attempted, through a series of questions and a close study of the E-meter’s reactions to my answers, to lead me back to my previous lifetimes on earth. For, my father maintained, it was during one of those lifetimes that the event or events that were secretly causing my kidnapping anxieties had actually occurred.

A writer who specialized in occult and esoteric subjects (1971’s Secrets of the Great Pyramid and 1973’s The Secret Life of Plants are, today, his chief enduring claims to fame), my father wasn’t a card-carrying Scientologist. But he was a great believer in the idea—common to Scientology, Theosophy, Anthroposophy, and many of the other new or semi-new spiritual movements that seized so many people’s attention in the sixties and seventies—that the human soul preexisted the body, and will outlive it as well. My father revered the great early architects of new age thought. People like Helena Blavatsky (the controversial Russian mystic and founder of Theosophy), Rudolf Steiner (the Austrian philosopher and educator and founder of Anthroposophy), Edgar Cayce (the American clairvoyant famous for predictions he made while in a state of trance), and Scientology’s founder, L. Ron Hubbard, came up on a daily basis in our household. Different though the teachings of these thinkers were in certain of their specifics, my father believed that they had all made important contributions to a new way of looking at human beings and their place in the universe: a way that was, he felt, going to have a growing influence on the hopelessly confining antispiritual view of the world that more and more people in the West had been abiding by ever since the scientific revolution had occurred three hundred years earlier.

Like many early enthusiasts of what was just then starting to be called new age thought, my father was strongly suspicious of conventional science, believing that most scientists spent most of their time covering up the real truth about the world rather than revealing it. He distrusted the proponents of traditional religious faith—most especially Christianity—even more, and never missed an opportunity to warn me against believing what the more conventional voices of wisdom in the world I lived in (teachers, school friends’ parents, people on TV) had to say about the way things really worked. To my father’s way of thinking, conventional science and conventional faith were both roadblocks to experiencing who and what each of us really is: a free spirit living in a cosmos that is not purely material, but material and spiritual: a cosmos that humankind was on the verge of seeing and experiencing in a new and infinitely larger way.

At the center of this new picture of the universe was a vision of the human being as an essentially spiritual entity: a being that had taken on a physical body as part of a process of growth, or evolution, that had begun far in the past and would continue far into the future. That humans were more than their present physical bodies wasn’t simply interesting news to my father, it was revolutionary news. For when one took this view, human life was transformed in a moment from the painful, puzzling, and generally pointless exercise it so often seemed to be into a story that is going somewhere. When you held to the kind of worldview that my father and his new age friends did, at no single moment, no matter how futile and pointless life might seem, was it ever really so. Even on the bleakest days and in the lowest of circumstances, one need never feel totally lost or totally without hope. Instead, even at those points when life seemed to make least sense, one was simply like a football player so disoriented in the confusion of a scrimmage that he has momentarily lost sight of the end zone.

“We’re not bodies,” my father liked to say, summing up this entire new view of life and the human place within it: “we have bodies.”

My father (correctly, I would later discover) pointed out that the basic notion of reincarnation—that is, that we are souls, not bodies, and that as such we have each inhabited more than one of the latter over the course of time—had been the norm rather than the exception for most of human history. It was still an accepted reality for the cultures of the Far East, and even the more mystical elements of Judaism and Islam continued to make room for it as well. When you got down to it, it was really only Christianity—that most ideologically thorny of all the world religions—that had said a definite “no” to the possibility that we are born more than once upon the earth.

And yet it was possible—indeed, said my father, even probable—that in their earliest days even Christians had embraced this doctrine as well. Jesus himself, said my father, knew that we move from body to body, taking birth time and again. But for various reasons, the early Church fathers had proclaimed the doctrine of rebirth a heresy, thus removing from Christianity one of the most genuinely useful tools to help us earthbound humans make sense of how and why we had ended up getting (momentarily) trapped in the web of material existence to begin with. Instead of spiritual evolution, instead of a cosmos where people dropped into and came out of earthly incarnation like a line of butterfly-stroking swimmers gracefully plunging into and surging out of the water as they moved down the length of an Olympic-size swimming pool, Christians believed that each of us had come to birth once and only once, created out of nothing at conception and consigned, after a single, short, and (usually) all too painful and confusing life, either to a choking, smoke-filled hell, or to an almost equally undesirable heaven full of clouds, halos, and not much else; a heaven where bad people weren’t allowed and where good people went for all eternity—to do what, exactly, it was hard to say.

I had actually been named for one of those early, reincarnation-espousing Christians. Though people tend to assume that my namesake is the ancient Greco-Roman astronomer famous for proclaiming earth the center of the universe, my father always gave a mildly derisive laugh when people suggested this. In fact, I got my name from Ptolemy the Gnostic, an obscure metaphysical philosopher whom my father happened to have been lying in bed reading about when my mother went into labor next to him in early May 1962. “Here comes Ptolemy!” my father had said cheerfully and decisively, shutting the book and reaching for his car keys.

Not that my father thought my mother was necessarily giving birth to that one and the same Ptolemy he was reading about in his book. But my father would have been the first to point out that she certainly might have been. For like many advocates of the theory of reincarnation, he believed that we choose our parents each time we leave the light-shot realms of spirit behind and sink back to earth for another go-round. So whoever this new player entering the game board of his personal life was—whichever particular soul had tired of the freedoms of the spirit world and opted for another temporary dive back down into the bracing murk of physical existence—he knew it was someone who, for better or worse, had made the conscious choice to do so as his son.

One might think that having a father with such a positive spiritual philosophy would have prevented me from suffering the kind of anxieties about death and darkness that plagued me so consistently through my childhood. But rather than curing me of my fears about death, my father’s philosophy actually put them into sharper focus. For the fact was that though my father talked a good game in the spiritual department, the actual details of his life often fell far short of the ideals he painted so glowingly in his conversation. He and my mother fought a good deal, and the fights did not lessen in number when, in that same year of 1970, my father brought his new mistress, a woman named Betty, to live in our house along with my mother and father and me. The social and sexual experimentation that the late sixties and early seventies are remembered for today took an especially heavy toll on our household, and while peace and love and harmony were the ostensible goals of that experimentation, in our house they tended to produce very different results.

Why bother going into all this personal stuff in a book that’s supposed to be on the afterlife, not my personal life? The short and simple answer is that I believe the details of my upbringing are strangely well suited as a vehicle for introducing certain key questions about the afterlife and how we go about understanding it today. One of the main reasons I’m interested in the afterlife—and it has been my central interest for all of my adult life—is that the world I grew up in taught me to be interested in it.

When I say “the world,” what I am really saying, I suppose, is: my father. Whether he meant to or not, my father doomed me, in a way, to be taken up with the subject of where we were before we were born and what becomes of us afterward, and the details of my life with him provide a kind of synopsis of how our culture got to where it is in terms of its relationship to the world that might or might not lie in wait beyond the body.

My father loved movies, and taking me to them was his primary means of educating me. Whatever film we ended up seeing—usually at one of the Washington, DC, theaters across the river from our (at that time still quite rural) Northern Virginia house—he almost always had something significant to say about it on the drive home: something that put whatever action we had seen on the screen within a larger—usually cosmically large—context.

Many of the movies we went to see together were fairly adult in nature. In 1972, when I was ten, my father took me to a British film called Tales from the Crypt. Based on the ’50s EC comic book of the same name, it was, like the comic, broken up into several segments, each one featuring a story based on a tale originally published in the magazine.

The film begins with the protagonists of the different episodes all gathering together, apparently by happenstance, in an underground crypt. A groundskeeper singles out each character and tells their story—seemingly as if it hasn’t happened yet.

At the end of the film, it is revealed that the characters are in fact all already dead, and that the crypt they have found themselves in is the first section of the underworld, where each has been sent as payment for the bad—the very bad—actions they committed while alive.

In the first story segment, Joan Collins plays a woman at home with her husband and daughter, a girl of about eight, on Christmas Eve. While the daughter lies in bed upstairs awaiting Santa, Joan sneaks up on her husband from behind and bashes him in the head with a poker from the fireplace. She then cleans up the mess and stows the body in the basement. As she is finishing up with this, the Christmas carols on the radio are interrupted by an announcement that a homicidal maniac has escaped from a nearby asylum. Everyone in the area, the radio says, should be on the alert for a six-foot-three man with dark eyes, weighing 210 pounds.
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