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ADCs: they occurred with equal frequency to all types of mourners
following all types of deaths; they involved multiple modalities of
communication for most participants; and they tended to occur to the
bereaved without the intercession of a third party such as a medium,
spiritualist, or shaman. Houck concludes that ADCs play an important
role in the normal course of bereavement, in helping the survivors

accept the reality of the death, accommodate the loss, and move on
with their lives.
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Persons who have had so-called near-death experiences (NDEs)
typically become less self-centered or more spiritual. NDErs commonly
attribute to the experience not only their subsequent declines in
concern with material self-aggrandizement or social status, but also
their subsequent gains in love for others in terms of acceptance,
understanding, and caring. More than nonNDE survivors, they report
an inner sense of divine presence as well as insight into the problems
of others. They also report having a profound appreciation of the
present moment and the “ordinary” things of life. Their gains in love
extend to strangers. NDErs may shift their occupation to one of the
helping professions, volunteer in a social or community service, or join
humanitarian causes. Interestingly, the “deeper” the experience, the
greater its spiritual impact (Bonenfant, 2004; Greyson, 1992-1993,
2000; Ring, 1980, 1984; Sabom, 1982, 1998; Schwaninger, Eisenberg,
Schechtman, and Weiss, 2002; van Lommel, van Wees, Meyers, and
Elfferich, 2001).

In religious terms, one might say that near-death experiencers by
virtue of their experience tend to become more Christ-like. Jesus, too,
according to the New Testament, lived in the moment and had little
concern with self-aggrandizing plans, material wealth, or social
status. He, too, profoundly loved, understood, and cared for others,
be they men, women, or children. Jesus’ love was expansive, reaching
to tax collectors, prostitutes, adulterers, and “outsiders” like Samar-
itans and gentiles.

According to traditional Christianity, of course, emphasizing the
qualities that may be common to NDErs and Jesus misses a profound
discontinuity: whereas NDErs are human, Jesus was and is divine.
Whereas humans are sinners in a fallen world, Jesus was without sin,
the perfect lamb sacrificed on the cross in atonement for the sins of
humanity. Whereas humans are creatures of the creation, Jesus was
the only Son of God, the Creator of all things. Unlike humans who may
have spiritual experiences such as NDEs, Jesus was unique on earth
as a spiritual being, as God. While on earth, Jesus the Son of God
endured a human experience of suffering and agonizing death for our
sakes. Again, we are human, Jesus was and is divine; except for that
unique event of God among humans, “human” and “divine” are dis-
continuous entities.

In a number of theological works building from those of Rudolf
Bultmann, Meister Eckhardt, and Paul Tillich, the Episcopal bishop
John Shelby Spong has taken issue with this discontinuity view of
Jesus espoused by traditional Christianity. Instead, Spong has argued
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(he need for a more “authentic” view of Jesus, a more spiritual
understanding of humanity, and a new Christianity. In Spong’s view,
there 1s no basic discontinuity between NDErs and Jesus, between
persons and God. “These two words — human and divine — do not point
o scparate entities; rather they are like two poles of a continuum
that ... blend into and invade each other” (Spong, 2001, p. 83).
Although Jesus was so suffused with spirituality that in seeing Jesus
we can see God, in the final analysis (according to Spong), Jesus
Christ differed from us in degree rather than in kind. Spong’s view
lias sparked controversy (Moore, 1998).

What does it mean to say that NDEs can stimulate persons to
hecome “more” spiritual, or that Jesus in Spong’s view was “more”
profoundly spiritual? Are there individual differences in the extent to
which a person is spiritual or becomes suffused in earthly life with
apirituality? Is there a deeper spiritual reality to human existence? To
uddress such questions, we must ask: What is the NDE? Can it tell us
nnything about reality? about human life or spirituality or divinity?
What are its implications with regard to Spong’s view of Jesus,
liumanity, and Christianity?

In this article, I will ponder these questions, devoting extensive
initial attention to NDEs and their ontological and spiritual
significance. I will then consider Spong’s work. The implications of
findings in the near-death research literature seem congruent with
Spong’s continuity view of Jesus, spiritual view of humanity, and call
for a new Christianity.

The Near-Death Experience

Bruce Greyson has defined the NDE as a set of “profound
psychological events with transcendental and mystical elements,
typically occurring to individuals close to death or in situation?, of
intense physical or emotional danger” (2000, p. 316). Among various
proposed typologies, the most elegant may be Michael Sabomjs
tripartite classification of near-death experiences as: (a) autoscopic
(literally, self-visualizing; most broadly, perceiving from an elevated
vantage point one’s physical body and its surrounding earthly
situation), (b) transcendental (moving through a dark region or void
to an otherworldly realm of loving light; encountering and mentally
communicating in that realm with an indescribably bright light,
deceased loved ones, or spiritual figures; reviewing events of one’s
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earthly life; and reaching some border, limit, or barrier), and (¢) com-
bined, such that “the transcendental portion of the experience follow[s]
the autoscopic portion in a continuous, unbroken sequence” (1982-,
p- 52). I will use Sabom’s typology in pondering the ontological and
spiritual significance of the NDE.

Ontological Significance

A key issue pertaining to the autoscopic and especially to the
transcendental or combined NDE is the question of its implications for
our understanding of the reality of human existence. In Susan
Blackmore’s (1993) terms, the issue is whether the NDE is “a glimpse
into ... a non-material world” (pp. 3-4), “penetrating into [an]
underlying reality” of human existence (p. 161); or a composite of
“products of the dying brain: hallucinations, imaginings, and mental
constructions that will ultimately stop when the brain’s activity stops”
(p. 4). A full treatment of this issue is not feasible within the space of
this article, but has been extensively reviewed elsewhere (Gibbs, 1985,
1997, 1999, 2003; Greyson, 2000; Potts, 2002; Sabom, 1982, 1998).
“Dying brain” explanations of the phenomenon have included
references to endorphins, cerebral hypoxia, hypercapnia, hallucino-
genic agents such as ketamine and phencyclidine, serotonin pathways,
limbic system activation, and temporal lobe anoxic seizures (Blanke,
Ortigue, Landis, and Seeck, 2002; Parnia and Fenwick, 2002; Vaitl,
Birbaumer, Gruzelier, Jamieson, Kotchoubey, Kiibler, Lehmann,
Miltner, Ott, Piitz, Sammer, Strauch, Strehl, Wackermann, and
Weiss, 2005).

Could it be that the NDE (especially the transcendental and
combined NDE) does afford some sort of access into a deeper reality
of human existence? If NDErs have in fact glimpsed a deeper reality,
then what relevance might that have for questions of spirituality and
Christianity? I will draw upon the research literature to ponder five
ontologically relevant questions: (1) Does the context of the near-death
experience influence and even determine its content? (2) Do near-
death experiencers interpret the experience as real? (3) Are verifiable
aspects of the near-death experience in fact accurate or veridical? (4) Is
the depth of the experience associated with proximity to physical
death? And (5) does the typical near-death experience take place while
the person is actually near death?
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1. Does the Context Influence and Even Determine the
Content of the Near-Death Experience?

Near-death experiences have occurred across a broad range of life
contexts. A context is a relevant and influential background, condition,
or set of surrounding circumstances. The immediate context of the
NDE is a life-threatening situation, such as major surgery, a serious
accident, a grave illness, a suicide attempt, or intense danger. More
broadly, however, the context includes everything brought to the
experience by the experiencers themselves: their age, gender, educa-
tional level, ethnic status, marital status, occupation, culture, religious
background, mental health, knowledge of near-death experiences,
historical time period, and so on. We may even include as context
the individual’s cultural and personal frameworks or schemas: their
attitudes, beliefs, needs, desires, hopes, and expectations at the time
of the life-threatening situation.

Context may not influence the likelihood of having an NDE, as
NDErs do not differ in most respects from nonNDEr survivors
(Greyson, 2000; Schwaninger, Eisenberg, Schechtman, and Weiss,
2002). However, context may nonetheless make a difference in the
particular description of the experience. Allan Kellehear (1996) found
that descriptions such as movement through a tunnel or cylinder such
as a pipe (a truck driver reported by Mally Cox-Chapman [1995, p. 17]
experienced being “shot through a tailpipe toward a brilliant light”)
are generally provincial to Western near-death experiences. Indian,
Chinese, Melanesian, and other rural or village cultures described
experiences such as walking through dark fields or emerging through
the calyx (throat) of a lotus flower or traveling through subterranean
caves. Although Western and nonWestern respondents brought
different contexts to their experiences, Kellehear inferred that
respondents in both types of culture were “attempting to describe
some kind of movement through darkness” and into a transcendent or
otherworldly realm (1996, p. 37). Especially in Western cultures, the
transcendent realm not only follows movement through darkness but
entails the presence of a being or figures of light.

Although description of the NDE is influenced by context, the
phenomenon does not appear to be entirely reducible to contextual
factors such as culture, subjective expectation or desire, and
situational activities. Autoscopic, transcendental, and combined NDEs
have been evident even among persons who had not known of such
experiences. NDEs have been reported even by young children, despite
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their limited and idiosyncratic cultural or religious expectations. It is
intriguing that child survivors whose parents were present and highly
salient nonetheless generally report having encountered in the light
deceased loved ones (Greyson, 2000).

Furthermore, NDErs express difficulty in finding adequate words to
describe the experience, details of which they may find baffling.
Although not strong evidence (Blackmore, 1993), odd or surprising
events — especially those that continue to baffle — do suggest an
ontological status beyond subjective imagination. An experiencer
named Elinor remembered that her

father loved having friends and family around. The fact that it still
seems odd to Elinor that her father would have turned down her
company [“All he said to me was, ‘Sweetheart, don’t come™] gives
credence to the possibility that her vision is not simply a construct of
her imagination. (Cox-Chapman, 1995, p. 134)

A classic criterion of a genuinely transcendental or mystical

experience is “ineffability,” that is, that “no adequate report of its
contents can be given in words” (James, 1902/1958, pp. 292-293). The
experiencer can only approach the experience in terms of the pre-
existing schemas (or frameworks for meaning) of his or her given life,
times, and culture. It is perhaps not coincidental that ineffability (as
implied in expressions of communicative frustration, surprise, or
bafflement) was totally absent from an NDE account that was
subsequently identified by Kenneth Ring and Madelaine Lawrence
(1993) to have been a fabricated composite description of an NDE
(Gibbs, 1997).

2. Do NDErs Interpret the Experience as Real?

NDErs usually report enhanced conscious awareness and percep-
tual clarity as well as a sense that their experience was real. Expe-
riencers who remember their dreams or have had hallucinations
typically distinguish their NDE as neither dream nor hallucination
(Ring, 1980; Sabom, 1982). One respondent said, “It was too real.
Dreams are always fictitious. This was me, happening at that time
and there was no doubt that it was reality” (Ring, 1980, p. 82).
Regarding the distinguishability of hallucinations as only pseudo-real
by comparison, Greyson (2001) recounted an astonishing incident in
which a psychiatric patient of his began a suicide attempt by over-
dosing on a medication, changed his mind and dialed the phone for
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help, started hallucinating little people in his kitchen and crawling
around his legs, and then had an autoscopic NDE:

He drew back out of his body and from a position of about 10 feet
behind his body he looked at himself holding the phone. He saw his
body looking around. ... He couldn’t see any little people; he was
mentally clear. But he remembered being inside the body and he
knew that his body was hallucinating. He told me: “I wasn’t
hallucinating but my body was!”

Some NDErs even suggest that their experience was more real than is
the physical world. One respondent stated: “the reality in which we are
currently existing is in fact a lesser reality than the reality of the light”
(Farr, 1993, p. 51). One of Sabom’s patients described the experience
as “realer than here” (1982, p. 16). Nonetheless, the “lesser” reality of
earthly existence is evidently of some ontological status and importance
in its own right. An additional common impression of NDErs is that
their return has some reason or purpose, typically involving learning,
spiritual growth, and love. As noted, among NDE aftereffects are
a heightened love and desire to help or care for others, including in
some cases broad humanitarian concerns. Although interpreting an
experience as real does not make it so (Blackmore, 1993), such claims
do invite investigation as to whether they could be correct.

3. Are Verifiable Aspects of the NDE in Fact Accurate?

A crucial empirical strategy for assessing whether NDEs are purely
subjective imaginal projections or something more than that is to
investigate the empirical accuracy or veridicality of their confirmable
features. Most amenable to such investigations are perceptions
reported in the autoscopic NDE (or the autoscopic portion of the
combined NDE).

Rather astonishing evidence for accuracy is provided by the case of
Pam Reynolds, whose combined NDE occurred during six hours of
major surgery in 1991 (Sabom, 1998). Reynolds was extensively
interviewed at least two years after her near-death event. Had she
been interviewed sooner after the event, however, her account
probably would have been highly similar. Pim van Lommel and
colleagues (van Lommel, van Wees, Meyers, and Elfferich, 2001) found
almost no longitudinal difference in survivors’ near-death recollections
at three points in time (a few days, two years, and eight years later).
Greyson (personal communication, June 3, 2005) found similar results
after a 20-year interval. ‘
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Reynolds’ surgery entailed a new and daring procedure called
hypothermic cardiac arrest. Its aim was to remove a brain aneurysm
so large as to be inoperable by traditional procedures. Excision of the
giant aneurysm required its collapse (“like a deflated balloon,” Sabom,
1998, p. 45) as the blood in the arteries of the brain, and indeed the
entire body, was drained “like oil from a car” (p. 43). During the
surgery, Reynolds’ eyes were taped shut, ear canals occluded, and body
deeply anesthetized. Her brain waves ceased and heart stopped
beating as the blood was drained from her body. Nonetheless, she
reported numerous idiosyncratic visual and auditory details, such as
the pitch and shape of the cranial saw, her partially shaven head, and
surgeons’ comments — all of which were found to be accurate.

Reynolds’ accuracy corroborated an earlier finding by Sabom (1982)
of veridicality in autoscopic NDEs. Before his first study, Sabom had
been convinced that “the near-death experience, if properly studied,

-could be reduced to a simple scientific explanation” (Sabom, 1998,
" p. 175). At the onset of his first study, Sabom

had been eagerly awaiting the moment When a patient would claim
that to have “seen” what had taken place during his resuscitation.
Upon such an encounter, I intended to probe meticulously for details
which would not ordinarily be known to nonmedical personnel. In
essence, I would pit both my experience as a trained cardiologist and
the description of the resuscitation in the medical chart against the
professed visual recollections of a lay individual. ... [In so doing,]
I was convinced [that] obvious inconsistencies would appear which
would reduce these “visual” observations to no more than “educated
guesses.” (1982, p. 83)

Sabom interviewed 32 such patients. All of their accounts of hospital
cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) procedures were accurate, in-
cluding six particularly detailed recollections. The recollected details
in each case were “fairly specific for the actual resuscitation being
described and ... not interchangeable with the clinical circumstances
of other near-death crisis events” (Sabom, 1982, p. 114). One parti-
cipant did make apparent errors in his describing the operation of
a defibrillating meter — until Sabom, to his astonishment, discovered
that that description matched an older model that was still in common
use in 1973, at the time of the patient’s cardiac arrest.

To establish a baseline rate of accuracy attributable to educated
guesses, Sabom also interviewed a control group of 25 patients with
comparable cardiac-related background and hospital experience but
who had not reported an NDE. These patients were asked what they
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would expect to see if they were to watch a hospital CPR procedure;
23 provided such a description. The baseline rate of accuracy was
extremely low; only three of these 23 participants avoided making
a “major error” (p. 85) in their imaginative descriptions. The accuracy
rate of the group reporting specific autoscopic recollections, then,
was overwhelming and not attributable to projections from com-
mon knowledge.

Although verifiability refers mainly to the earthly perceptions of the
autoscopic NDE, it can also apply in an indirect way to transcenden-
tal near-death perceptions of deceased loved ones. In the transcendental
portion of Reynolds’ NDE, she “recognized a lot of people” (all deceased)
among the “figures in the light” (“they were light”) that “began to form
shapes” (Sabom, 1998, p. 44). In some cases, experiencers describe
encounters with unfamiliar figures whose identities are only sub-
sequently recognized. Child survivors, for example,

purportedly describe meeting persons, whom they did not know, in
sufficient detail to allow their parents to recognize those persons as
deceased relatives, or the child may later identify the person from the
NDE in a family portrait [or photograph] he or she had never seen
before. (Greyson, 2000, p. 341)

An adult whose NDE occurred in childhood reported that while in the
light, he became aware that

there were some presences there. There were some ladies. ... I didn’t
know them at the time. ... They were so loving and so wonderful
and I just didn’t want to come back. ... I didn’t see any pictures of
them until I was an adult, but then I said, “Oh, yeah.” ... They were
my great-grandmothers who had died years before I was born.
(Wilson, 1995)

Such corroboration of encounters that could scarcely be projections
of the familiar also sometimes occurs in connection with the related
phenomenon variously termed “deathbed vision” (Osis and Haralds-
son, 1977), “nearing-death awareness” (Callanan and Kelley, 1992), or
“approaching-death experience” (Fenwick, 2005). Most pertinent are
those cases in which the experiencer sees recently deceased loved ones
whose deaths were unknown to them. Maggie Callanan and Patricia
Kelley recounted the case of a dying 93-year-old Chinese-American
woman, Su, whose visions began to include not only her late husband
but also her sister:

“Why is my sister with my husband?” she asked. “They are both
calling me to come.”
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“Is your sister dead?” I [Callanan] asked.

“No, she still lives in China,” she said. “I have not seen her for
many years.”

When 1 related this conversation to the daughter [Lily], she was
astonished and tearful.

“My aunt died two days ago in China,” Lily said. “We decided not to
tell Mother — her sister had the same kind of cancer. It was a very
painful death; she lived in a remote village where good medical care
wasn’t available. We didn’t want to upset or frighten Mother, since
she is so sick herself.” ...

When Lily tearfully told her mother about her sister’s illness and
death, Su said, with a knowing smile, “Now I understand.” Her puzzle
solved, she died three weeks later, at peace and with a sense of
anticipation. (Callanan and Kelly, 1992, pp. 93-94)

4. Is the Depth of the Experience Associated with
Proximity to Physical Death?

Although measures of NDE “depth” are subject to questions of
validity (Greyson, 2000, pp. 342-345), it is worth noting that Reynolds’
depth score on Greyson’s (1983) Near-Death Experience Scale was
27 of a possible maximum score of 32. This score far exceeded the mean
of 13.3 in Sabom’s (1998) sample of 47 experiencers and in fact was the
highest score of anyone in the study. This concurrence of a clinically
extreme near-death condition with a deep NDE is consistent with the
research literature. Although aspects of the NDE can occur in deep
meditation or “situations of intense physical or emotional danger,”
typically it occurs “to individuals [actually] close to death” (Greyson,
2000, pp. 315-316). Ring (1980) and Sabom (1982) both found that
ratings of NDE depth correlated with ratings of closeness to physical
death. Van Lommel and colleagues (van Lommel, van Wees, Meyers,
and Elfferich, 2001) found in their prospective study that those
survivors who died within 30 days of their initial interview were more
likely to have had an NDE and, in particular, a “deep” one.

Why would the NDE be more likely to occur the closer one is to
physical death? Perhaps the onset of the NDE entails what Sabom
referred to as

a mind-brain split. If the human brain is actually composed of two
fundamental elements — the “mind” and the “brain” — then could the

near-death crisis event somehow trigger a transient splitting of the
mind from the brain in many individuals? (1982, p. 183)

Similarly, Jenny Wade (1996) attributed human consciousness to
brain-based and transcendent sources and speculated that the former
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typically displaces the latter during earthly life, except during certain
circumstances of compromised brain function as in the NDE.

If the mind (or transcendent aspect of consciousness) separates from
the brain (or brain-based consciousness) in the NDE, then perhaps
there are individual differences in what is required for the separation
to occur. The range of individual differences may be considerable. For
some individuals, the mere exertion of will or intimation of intense
danger may suffice to trigger a split of “mind” or “self” from the
physical brain. At the other end of the continuum, the threshold for
mind-brain split may be so high for some that the split may not occur
until actual physical death.

5. Does the Typical NDE Take Place While the Person is
Actually Near Death?

If near-death perceptions are to some remarkable degree veridical or
accurate, experienced as real, and even highly conscious and clear,
then how could they be taking place at a time of severe mental and
bodily compromise, of proximity to death? One answer attributes the
experience to special effects of a dying or severely compromised brain.
Blackmore (1993) and Olaf Blanke and his colleagues (Blanke,
Ortigue, Landis, and Seeck, 2002) argued that the disinhibited seizure
activity of a dying brain could generate seemingly “real” hallucina-
tions. Sam Parnia and Peter Fenwick countered that the “disorganised
and compromised cerebral function” evident during near-death states
is unlikely to produce the “lucid, well structured thought processes”
characteristic of the NDE (2002, p. 8), echoing the earlier findings of
Justine Owens, Emily Cook, and Ian Stevenson (1990). Seizures can be
ruled out as an explanation in Reynolds’ case, where electroenceph-
alographic (EEG) records documented the absence of such activity
(M. Sabom, personal communication, Sept. 20, 2002).

“Compromised” is an understatement as a description of Reynolds’
brain function. By the time she was experiencing the transcendental
aspects of her experience, the EEG record was showing that her
brain was not only functionally compromised but indeed “dead” by
all three of the standard clinical criteria: (a) a “flat” EEG, indicating
nonfunction of the cerebral cortex; (b) absence of auditory evoked
potentials, indicating nonfunction of the brain stem; and (c) cessation
of blood flow to and through the brain (Sabom, 1998, p. 49). Yet
Reynolds’ near-death experience continued during clinical brain
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death, contradicting the dying-brain hypothesis that the experience

should “stop when the brain’s activity stops” (Blackmore, 1993, p. 4).

Another answer challenges the premise of the question. Perhaps the
recollections do not in fact derive from the time of the near-death
conditions. Perhaps these purportedly highly conscious “perceptions”
can be accurate because the perceivers were conscious. Their
perceptions might actually have been projections constructed from
informational stimuli of a time period mainly prior to or following the
time of near-death, while the person’s mental functioning was
unimpaired. Building from these pre-event or post-event perceptions
(or from during-the-event auditory stimuli), the person might then
have mentally fabricated an “experience” and attributed it to the NDE
(Blackmore, 1993; French, 2001; Hyman, 2001). ‘

The post-event version of this second answer hypothesizes that the
“experience” was retrospectively projected from details mentioned
afterward. For example, Reynolds might have heard about the details
of her operation from medical staff or records (Hyman, 2001). Such
a possibility is unlikely, since idiosyncratic details are “not what would
likely be explained to a patient recovering from a cardiac arrest”
(Sabom, 1982, p. 114). Indeed, Reynolds was given only a five-page
summary of the operation, which made no mention of the idiosyncratic
details that she accurately reported concerning the appearance of the
cranial saw and instrument case, surgery team conversation, and so
on (M. Sabom, personal communication, September 20, 2002).
Generally, cardiac patients might be told

that their “heart stopped beating” and that an “electrical shock” was
used on the chest to stabilize cardiac rhythm, but there is no
conceivable reason to supply the details reported in the typical
autoscopic NDE - the insertion of a plastic airway, the checking for
a carotid pulse or pupillary response in the eye, the drawing of
arterial blood from the hand or the groin, the movement of the needles
on the face of the defibrillator, etc. (Sabom, 1982, p.114; see also Cook,
Greyson, and Stevenson, 1998; Ring, 1980)

The pre-event and auditory versions of the fabricationist explana-
tion posit that the apparent recollection derives from having seen
pertinent people, objects, or actions prior to losing consciousness and
from having heard things even while unconscious, inasmuch as the
auditory sense often does persist even as consciousness is lost. Could
not an experiencer actually have had pertinent prior information,
heard certain events, and then on that basis fabricated or elaborated
an “experience”? The pre-event and auditory fabrication hypothesis
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has difficulty in cases where the reported details were not initially in
view and were never known or discussed (Sabom, 1998). Most of the
details reported in Reynolds’ case were of this sort.

One further evidential point counts against the fabricated-recollec-
tion hypothesis. Sabom was especially interested in Reynolds’
recollection of one idiosyncratic detail in particular, namely, that one
of her blood vessels was too small for connection to the cardiopulmo-
nary bypass machine. During the procedure, Reynolds was fitted for
molded speakers in her ears that “occlude the ear canals and
altogether eliminate the possibility of physical hearing” (Sabom,
1998, p. 184). Therefore, Reynolds could not have physically heard this
comment during the operation. Furthermore, she reported the
comment at the appropriate point:

Pam stated that she did net hear or perceive anything prior to her
out-of-body experience, and that this experience began with hearing
the bone saw. At this point in the operation, she had been under
anesthesia for about 90 minutes. ... [The use of] the bone saw was
simultaneous with the conversation about Pam’s small blood vessels —
and, as it turns out, with her out-of-body experience. This correspon-
dence of Pam’s recollections from an out-of-body experience with the
correct bit of intraoperative conversation during a six-hour operative
procedure is certainly intriguing evidence. (Sabom, 1998, p. 185)

Reality and the NDE: A Conclusion

The NDE is currently a challenging anomaly. Although they as-
sumed that an adequate psychobiological explanation would even-
tually be forthcoming, Dieter Vaitl and his colleagues concluded that
at present “no single approach is able to account for all of the features
of near-death experiences” (Vaitl, Birbaumer, Grugzelier, Jamieson,
Kotchoubey, Kiibler, Lehmann, Miltner, Ott, Piitz, Sammer, Strauch,
Strehl, Wackermann, and Weiss, 2005, p. 102; see also Greyson, 2000).
Parnia and Fenwick (2002) concluded from a research review of cases
of cardiac arrest that the NDE may point to the need for a new science
of consciousness. Similarly, I conclude that the phenomenon may point
to a deeper reality of human existence. Although contextual and sub-
jective factors influence the interpretation of the experience, the NDE
cannot be reduced entirely to projection, interpretation, and parti-
cular context. Particular cultural and other schemas are invoked but
do not seem quite adequate to describe the experience. Despite baffle-
ment or communicative frustration, experiencers recollect heightened
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awareness and clarity and interpret their experience as real, insisting
that their experience was neither dream nor hallucination. There is
a remarkable degree of accuracy to autoscopic perceptions, and there
are reports of indirect empirical confirmation even for some transcen-
dental perceptions. The experience is more likely and more extensive
to the extent that the experiencer was close to physical death. The
accuracy and clarity of the experience are unlikely to be attributable to
projections fabricated from information gained when mental function
was unimpaired prior or subsequent to the near-death event, or from
auditory information during the event. Most astonishing is the case of
Reynolds, whose near-death experience occurred despite the docu-
mented cessation of brain wave activity. Although a definitive con-
clusion would be premature, the likelihood that the NDE indicates
a deeper reality of human existence prompts us to ponder its possible
implications for spirituality and Christianity.

Spiritual Significance

As noted, near-death survivors who have had NDEs (even compared
wij;h near-death survivors who have not had NDEs) become more
§p1ritual. The deeper the NDE, the greater its subsequent spiritual
impact, specifically in terms of “showing love and accepting others”
(van Lommel, van Wees, Meyers, and Elfferich, 2001, p. 2042). Melvin
Morse (Morse and Perry, 1992) argued that the key feature in the
“deep” NDE accounting for subsequent spiritual, personality, and
moral transformations, as well as certain impressions regarding the
spiritual essence and interrelatedness of humanity, is the encounter
with the light. The deep and dramatically transforming NDE of a man
named Tom Sawyer provides a case study (Farr, 1993; Gibbs, 2003).
Not only the light but also the life review featured prominently in
Sawyer’s report of his NDE.

On May 23, 1978, in Rochester, New York, Sawyer, a 33-year-old
father of two boys, was crushed under his truck and had an NDE.
Sawyer was working under his truck when a support gave way; the
frame of the truck depressed the center of his chest, rendering him
unable to breathe. He lost consciousness and his heart stopped
beating. He then

had a feeling of absolutely, positively, waking up, very quickly and
sufficiently. ... All pain and pressure [were] gone. I felt I could see
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very clearly, but the problem was I saw nothing but absolute, total

blackness. ...

1 had the desire to look around inquisitively. What is this place?
Where am I? Instantaneously [with my questions], this darkness took
the shape of a tunnel. It was very vast. ...

The next thing is that way, way off in the distance — to infinity —
there appeared this little speck of light. That light was very special,;
it was ... extremely bright. ...

1t was utter beauty. The light ... got larger as I got closer to it. ...

There were such feelings of warmth and love coming from the Light
that it made me feel good. (Farr, 1993, pp. 25-28) :

Although Sawyer communicated with the light, the communication
was not in words:

Instantaneously it emanated to me, thought-pattern to thought-

pattern. ...
As I thought of and formulated a desire or a question, it would
already have been recognized, acknowledged, and therefore an-

swered. (Farr, 1993, p. 28)

Sawyer interpreted the light as divine (specifically, as Jesus), although
he found adequate description difficult:

There are characteristics and aspects of that part of my experience
that T would really wish to talk about a little deeper. I've not found the
words. ... Some of the things are regarding the aspect of, “What is the
Light?” Well, the light is God. And what is God? God is unconditional
love. God is total beauty. God is everything! (Farr, 1993, p. 38)

Sawyer then experienced a review “from the first breath of [my] life
right through the accident” (p. 35). He saw and relived the events
simultaneously from multiple perspectives: (a) as his adult self,
observing the events “from a third-person viewpoint” (p. 37) looking
down at the scene; (b) as his self at the time; and (c) as another person
involved in the event. For example, he reviewed an altercation he had
had as a teenager with a man who had darted in front of his truck in the
street. The man had almost made contact with Sawyer’s truck: “Now
my attitude in those days was, God forbid that you should put even
a smudge on my truck. A smudge made me furious” (p. 32). In the course
of the original altercation, the man swore at and slapped Sawyer, which
“instantly gave me license to annihilate this man. ... I almost killed
that man” (p. 32). Sawyer was observing and being not only himself
at the time (at age 19) but also the other person. He experienced

Tom Sawyer’s fist come directly into my face. And I felt the
indignation, the rage, the embarrassment, the frustration, the
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physical pain. ... I felt my teeth going through my lower lip — in other
words, I was in that man’s eyes. I was in that man’s body. I ex-
perienced everything of that inter-relationship between Tom Sawyer
and that man that day. ...

Okay. He hit me first. Try that in your life review! (p. 33; italics
added)

Sawyer wanted to stay with and indeed enter the light. Nonetheless,
just as he was “becoming homogeneous” and experiencing “total
knowledge” (p. 38) with the light, he “reversed through the tunnel”
(p. 40) and reentered his body. Immediately after reentering his body,
he regained consciousness and could again breathe as the truck was
lifted. After a brief hospitalization, he recuperated at home.

In retrospect, Sawyer described himself as having changed after the
accident “from a [self-Irighteous, self-motivated person to a spiritually
motivated individual who now prioritizes helping others” (p. 60). His
wife Elaine recalled that, before the accident, he was verbally and

- even physically abusive to her (“stupid” was one name he had called

her), threw shoes and other nearby objects at her, and was very
controlling, precipitating a separation at one point. Sawyer corrobo-
rated his wife’s recollection: “I was the head of my family and I would
tell them [Elaine and their two sons] what they could do!” (p. 94). He
was “blind to her needs” (p. 95) and, to some extent, the needs of the
family. He would have “a fit” upon learning that she had listened to
classical music (which he did not listen to) on his radio when he wasn’t
home: “On my radio, she was only to listen to my music” (p. 94).
Again, following his NDE, Sawyer was transformed. His self-
centered attitudes, rages, and abusive behavior were replaced by an
attitude of love and a priority on helping others. As his wife put it: “All
of the sudden, he was a different person. He loved everybody!” (p. 99).
Sawyer’s love and altruism included humanitarian concerns: in 1980,
several years after his experience, he began to speak against the
planetary dangers of chemical pollution and global warming. Partic-
ularly relevant to Sawyer’s new sense of love and care were the light
and life review features of his NDE. At the heart of the impact of these
features may be a profound sense of human interconnectedness.

Significance of the Light

The light is often interpreted as divine. Reynolds reported that
she asked figures in the light, “Is the light God?” The metaphorical
reply she received was, to use a theological term, panentheistic (see
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below): “No, the light is not God. The light is what happens when God
hreathes” (Benz, 2001). Particular interpretations of the light seem to
reflect to some. extent one’s cultural and religious context. Sawyer’s
interpretation of the light specifically as Jesus Christ is a case in point.
Although he had become an agnostic by the time of his accident, his
religious background was Roman Catholic. Sabom (1998) found that
traditional or conservative as well as liberal Christians are more likely
to interpret the light as Jesus than are experiencers from other faiths.

Sabom cautioned against a literal interpretation of the light as
u direct or actual encounter with God, noting “the biblical view that
one cannot directly see God and live” (1998, p. 206). Indeed, citing the
Bible as “our only reliable yardstick” or “objective measure” (p. 222),
Sabom suggested that interpreters of the light as Jesus may have been
duped by masquerading “evil angels” (p. 221) bent on destroying the
experiencer’s soul. Yet these destructive angels evidently tolerate the
typical NDE aftereffects of love and constructive caring.

In any event, spiritual aftereffects of encounters with the light do
not seem to entail a specific religious direction. Although some NDErs
report an increased interest in Eastern faiths (Ring, 1984), those who
were traditional (or liberal) Christians generally remain so afterward
(Sabom, 1998). The general effect seemed to be a movement beyond
superficial activities or preoccupations and toward profound love as
well as an “intrinsic faith,” as illustrated in an NDEr’s comment that
after his experience he “no longer had time for the little country club
things that go on in the churches” (Sabom, 1998, p. 88).

Significance of the Life Review

[

Although Sawyer attributed a “good” feeling to the “warmth and

, love coming from the light” (Farr, 1993, p. 28), he seemed to derive
¢ particular moral insights and inspiration from his life review:

Will you be totally devastated by the crap you've brought into other
people’s lives? Or will you be equally enlightened and uplifted by the
love and joy that you have shared in other people’s lives? ...

You will be responsible for yourself, judging and reliving what you
have done to everything and everybody in very far-reaching ways.
(Farr, 1993, p. 34)

David Lorimer termed life reviews such as Sawyer’s empathetic life

| reviews, “in which people relive events through the consciousness of

he person with whom they were interacting at the time” (1990, pp. 1-

L 2). Lorimer documented and described several cases of initially rather
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self-centered individuals who nearly died, encountered a loving light, §
and experienced an empathetic life review (one individual exclaimed,
“I was the very people that I hurt, and I was the very people I helped to
feel good,” p. 21), and dramatically transformed into persons who loved
and attempted to help everyone. In addition to the light, then, the j
empathetic life review (typically in the presence of the light) seems to }
contribute to dramatic changes in people away from superficial and 1
self-centered attitudes or self-serving distortions and toward love and §

care for others, even strangers.

Indeed, when asked what had been the hardest thing for her to i
deal with in her marriage with Sawyer, his wife mentioned not the old ]
husband but the new one! Her response was surprising. After all,
whereas Sawyer had previously abused, demeaned, and controlled }
her, after his near-death experience he “was suddenly seeing her in
a different light” (Farr, 1993, p. 98), loving her as a precious human
being, a person in her own right. Recall, however, that now Sawyer }
had a humanitarian scale of love. Again, in his wife’s words, “He loved }
everybody!” Everybody was precious; to some extent, his wife was for }
a time no longer particularly special. To illustrate the problem, she }
mentioned that when she was ill once and needed him to help her, he
was not in a position to because he was “on the phone helping someone |
else” (Farr, 1993, p. 94). Nevertheless, both of them have adjusted and

remain married (T. Sawyer, personal communication, July 29, 2005).

Interconnectedness of Humanity

Sawyer’s profound sense of a humanity continuous with the all-
encompassing, loving light of God, of a profound interconnectedness |
such that the effects of one’s actions are “far-reaching” and “everyone
is precious,” is not uncommon among NDErs, especially those with 1
“deep” experiences such as his. Reynolds, the NDEr described earlier, |
suggested that, although “everyone has a different tone,” the “beauty 4
is in the harmony” (Benz, 2001). An African-American youth in j
St. Louis who had nearly drowned realized in his experience the °
superficiality of skin color, indeed, that humanity in all its diversity is §

“in the light.” Accordingly, he no longer “puts people down”:

1 struggled to breathe and then I couldn’t do it no more. ... Then I just
floated out of my body into a safe place. It was all bright; I felt
peaceful. ...

Suddenly, I realized that we are all the same. There ain’t no black
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and there ain’t no white. I saw that bright light and I knew it was
all the colors there were, everything was in that light. ...

I felt better about myself. I know that I am different. I don’t think
about putting people down for fun like I used to. ...

I see life the way it really is. It is not meant to be played with.
(Morse and Perry, 1992, pp. 17-18)

Again, it is not uncommon for NDErs to have such impressions of
nll-encompassing divinity and love in the light, and an interpene-
(rative emotional connection with others in the life review. Sawyer’s
reported instantaneous or telepathic communication during his NDE
is also not uncommon. After returning, they may express a stronger
helief in life after death, a reduced interest in self-aggrandizing status
or material things, a sense of divine presence and intrinsic faith, an
vxpansive love, a remarkable insight into the problems of others, and
i sense of the far-reaching ramifications of one’s actions. Furthermore,
they may effect corresponding changes in lifestyle. Lorimer suggested
that NDErs seem to access a deeper reality wherein the whole of
nature is understood as “an interconnected web of creation ... in which
we are interdependent strands” (1990, p. 22). Lorimer further
suggested that the NDE with its implication of underlying intercon-
nectedness should be used as the “empirical soil” (p. 1) for a vitalized
. othic of profound love and universalized ideal or “Golden Rule”
reciprocity. Arthur Deikman (1996) argued that the awareness of
I underlying connection must supplant — and supplant soon — the self-
| centered mentalities and ethnocentric ideologies that increasingly
L threaten the very survival of human life, indeed, the very habitability
i of our planet.

Nonlocality and Individual Differences in Spirituality

i To claim that human beings, despite their diversity, may nonethe-
| loss in some ultimate sense all be continuous with the light of divine
| love is not to claim that humans always sense and live by their
L spirituality of love and connection. In short, people are not gods. One
can scarcely claim, for example, that the old Tom Sawyer (or even the
i ncw one, for that matter) was divine. To claim that people are integral
| to the light is to claim, however, that there is more to human life than
existence in this material realm, that people are ultimately spiritual.
L In this light, NDErs may have glimpsed a deeper reality, albeit filtered
hrough cultural and personal context. Intriguingly, they attribute
ubsequent spiritual, moral, and personality transformations to their




it

80 JOURNAL OF NEAR-DEATH STUDIES |}

A
3

.

A
b

experience; and the deeper or more extensive the “glimpse,” the
greater the impact of love and connection. 4

One might make an analogy with the seeming discontinuity between |
the macro- (local) and micro- (nonlocal) scales of physical reality. One }
implication of quantum theory and Bell’s theorem is that our
phenomenal macro- world of separate parts that interrelate in linear
time and dimensional space is supported by a “nonlocal” realm of
immediate interconnectedness, an underlying reality that Roger
Penrose called “profound, timeless, and universal” (1994, p. 413; see
also Aspect and Grangier, 1986; Bell, 1996; Bouwmeester, Pan,
Mattle, Eibl, Weinfurther, and Zeilinger, 1997; Herbert, 1985). These
nonlocal underpinnings are not entirely divorced from our local world,
however; macro-scale devices such as superconductor rings demon-
strate quantum effects, indicating in the final analysis a continuity
from the local to the nonlocal (Lindley, 1996).

Correspondingly, in human reality, perhaps our phenomenally local
world of separate selves is not entirely divorced from a supportive
nonlocal realm of connections that are “unmediated, unmitigated, and
faster than light” (Herbert, 1985, p. 227). One is reminded of the }
instantaneous or telepathic communication reported by Sawyer
during his NDE. Although human individuals may ultimately in-
tegrate with a divine spiritual reality, and although spiritual effects i
are sometimes seen in phenomena such as the NDE, most humans are
far from divine in this local world of ostensibly separate selves. All too |
evident are our egocentric biases, desires, and motives — modern |
parlance for our proneness to sin. Fortunately, we are capable of moral _ii
growth through social “decentering” from our self-centered tendencies
as we take and consider the perspectives of others (Piaget and 1
Inhelder, 1969). We even achieve profound moral perception from time
to time. Just as the parts of physical reality are ultimately continuous
with nonlocal underpinnings, we current inhabitants of this local
world of seemingly separate and independent selves are not entirely '}
divorced from our deeper interconnected spirituality — a resonance
with the nonlocal suggested by the experiences not only of NDErs but
also of mystics, meditators, and poets (Gibbs, 2003).

Can humans be so egocentric or self-centered as to become separated '
from the light? Although the potential for continuity may remain, an
atypical type of NDE would suggest that discontinuity is in effect ‘
possible: Humans can cut themselves off from their spirituality of love |
and connection. As noted, Sawyer in his NDE initially experienced the
“problem” of finding himself in “absolute, total blackness.” For him,
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this problem dissolved as he then began to move with increasing speed
toward a loving, extremely bright, “very special” light. For others,
however, the negative experience continues. Among the relatively rare
{or underreported) “distressing” (Greyson and Bush, 1992), “frighten-
ing” (Bush, 2002), or “less than positive” (Rommer, 2000) versions of
the NDE, one category pertains to the experience of a continuing void

; or realm of total blackness. The experience typically engenders a sense

of “loneliness, fear, desolation, alienation, and separation” (Lorimer,
1990, p. 86). Barbara Rommer (2002) suggested from her study.of such
cases that the distressing NDE can be a “blessing in disguise” (the title
of her book), insofar as it can serve as a wake-up call. ‘

What is the referent for this experience of separation? Separation
from what? Is it from other humans in the interconnected web of

| ¢reation? From the spiritual source or essence of one’s self? From
~ eommunion with the divine? If, as the St. Louis youth cited above put

it, we are all part of the light, then all of these referents may apply.

. Buch separation would seem to qualify the impression that all humans
. are continuous with a realm of spirituality and divine love. Perhaps
. wome individuals have become so self-centered, self-serving, self-

righteous, cognitively distorted, and controlling of others as to isolate
themselves, to cut themselves off from their spirituality for all intents

. and purposes. Spiritual isolation is the hell of darkness and distortion.
Intriguingly, without reference to the NDE literature, Spong wrote
. along these same lines:

One separated from ... love ... is finally separated from God. Beyond
fiery pits, brimstone, devils, which are nothing but literalized
attempts to describe the deepest human pain, there is hell. ... Hell
is the ... loneliness of isolation. ... it is ... darkness. (1980, p. 221)

Perhaps the distressing NDE at least sometimes represents an

5 endpoint in a range of individual differences in the blended continuum

{ns Spong put it) from the egoistic human to the divine. If there are
Individual differences in the threshold for the so-called mind-brain
#plit, then perhaps there are also individual differences in suffusion
with spirituality, from a phenomenological separation induced by total
polf-centeredness and distorted worldview to having a deep sense of

| divine presence and connection with others.

Implications for Christianity

Having considered the NDE with its ontological and spiritual

 pignificance, we are now in a position to consider its implications for
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Christianity and the writings of Spong. In light of what the NDE §
seems to be telling us about humanity and spirituality, how are we to §
understand Jesus? Do the commonalities between NDErs and Jesusj
miss a basic discontinuity between humans and divinity? Or do they
lend credence to Spong’s continuity view? To address these questions |
adequately, we must first consider Spong’s work. Why doesn’t Spong |
accept the traditional Christian view of Jesus? Why does he call for

a new Christianity?

Spong’s New Christianity

That Jesus was a profoundly spiritual person — but still a person §
(defined as a spiritual being having a human experience) — is the }
premise of the new Christianity called for and envisioned by Spong. In }
Spong’s view, Jesus was so “blended” with divinity that those who |
interacted with him experienced in his presence the “unflagging and |
unconditional” love of God (Spong, 1996, p. 48). This continuity view of |
Jesus emerges, according to Spong (1996), once we “liberate” Jesus 4
from a literalist misunderstanding and misrepresentation of him as
external divinity incarnate, the promised Messiah and sacrificial |
lamb, different from others not in degree but in kind. The traditional ]
discontinuity view of Jesus has its origins, according to Spong, in the |

theistic worldview common to early peoples as well as, in particular,

the framework of Jewish sacred history. Stories about Jesus crafted
within that framework for liturgical purposes came to be taken 4

literally as eyewitness reports.

Assimilating Jesus to Theism and Jewish Sacred Heritage

Any new experience, if it is to be meaningful, must be seen to some |
extent through the lens of a preexisting framework or schema of |
images, thoughts, and words. The experience activates one or more ]
schemas, to which the experience is then assimilated (Piaget, 1967/ |
1971). 1 argued above that the content of the NDE is extensively §
influenced by the cultural and personal schemas (or, more broadly, |
contexts) of the experiencer. Spong made a similar argument with ;
reference to the content of the Bible. If Jesus was indeed profoundly ]
spiritual (albeit still a human being), then his divinely loving and |
caring presence must certainly have represented a new experience for §
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his fellow Jews. How could the Jews of biblical times understand this
new experience?

The worldview available to Jews of biblical times and other early
peoples was “theistic,” in terms of which God was “a being,
nupernatural in power, dwelling outside this world and invading the
world periodically to accomplish the divine will” (Spong, 2001, pp. 21—
22). In the various religious traditions of diverse regions of the world,
# discontinuity view of God was pervasive:

The theistic God was always other, always external to the self who
was defining the God-figure, always supernatural. ... The theistic
God was also presumed to be the explanation for that which was
beyond rational understanding, a being capable of miraculous power
who therefore needed to be supplicated [for example, through ritual
animal sacrifice], praised, obeyed, and pleased. (Spong, 2001, p. 490)

["'urthermore, “almost every religious system” of early peoples, in
n theistic extension of ethnocentrism, “asserted that its particular
deity was the only true and real divine being” (p. 52).

Given this framework of theism, Jesus’ profound spirituality was

i ueen as “the result of an external deity who had somehow entered into
him” (Spong, 1998, p. 125). The time of entry was varyingly placed at
i Jesus’ Resurrection (Romans 1:3, 4), baptism (Mark 1:9-11), or
L conception (Luke 1:31-32; Matthew 1:23), or in the realm of eternity
(John 1:1-14) (Spong, 2001).

[n addition to applying the early human framework of theism, those

L who encountered Jesus also had available the religious schemas of
L Jowish history. “Jews filtered every new experience through the
¢ corporate remembered history of their people, as that history had been
recorded in the Hebrew scriptures of the past” (Spong 1996, p. 37).
I Accordingly, over decades, the Jews who had encountered God’s
: presence in Jesus progressively

wrapped around their descriptions of Jesus’ words and deeds the
narratives of their own religious past. When they confronted what
they believed was the presence of God in a contemporary moment,
they interpreted this moment by applying to it similar moments in
their sacred story. ... So the Gospels were. ... interpretations of who
Jesus was based on their ancient and sacred heritagk. (p. 20)

hese interpretations, first oral and then written, developed in the
ontext of first-century Jewish religious politics:

|
Within the synagogues of the Jewish people from the year 30 to the
year 70 resided some of their brothers and sisters who had come to
|
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believe that God had acted in Jewish history in a new way in Jesus of
Nazareth. (p. 46)

Accordingly, the God-presence in Jesus was interpreted in terms of ]
ancient prophecies of a coming Messiah or sacrificial lamb for the
Jewish people and all humanity. Oral stories about Jesus began to
gain written form. The first Gospel, Mark, “was written under the
domination and influence of the Jewish liturgical calendar” (Spong,
1996, p. 77): “Various portions of Mark’s Gospel that tell the Jesus
story appear designed to be read during the Jewish observances o
New Year, Atonement, Tabernacles, Dedication, and Passover” (p. 85)
Especially, “the passion story was the Christian Passover story. Jesus
was the new paschal lamb” (pp. 71-72). Another early part of the New
Testament, the Epistle to the Hebrews,

clearly portrayed Jesus as the sacrificial lamb of the Day of
Atonement. ... It suggested that Jesus had entered the heavenly

realm in much the same way that the sacrificial animal went up to
God. (p. 229)

Tension grew between Orthodox Judaism and this nascent move-'_;
ment of oral and written belief in Jesus as the new paschal lamb ‘f

of the high prlests

The resultant loss of a Jewish national identity created a crisis of
significant proportions among the most traditional adherents of the
religion of Moses and the prophets. This meant inevitably that the
tension between Jewish Christians and the more orthodox Jewish
faith tradition increased dramatically. (Spong, 1996, p. 49)

The writings continued. Matthew and Luke built upon the Marcan |
theme of Jesus as the fulfillment of the law and the prophets. Toward 1 ]
this end, Matthew eveén refined numerous passages from Mark, and
added details compatible with prophecies of a promised Messiah in the | '
Hebrew scriptures. (Other New Testament scholars, such as James' ]
Dunn [1985], have offered detailed textual analyses of apparent |
theological corrections across the synoptic Gospels, for example, of (
Marcan passages in Matthew.) The theistic and prophetic interpreta- ! ~
tion of Jesus’ death “in terms of Jewish ritual sacrifice was ... carried !
to new heights” (Spong, 1996, p. 50). The Christians “argued, to the |
consternation of [the] orthodox traditional Jews, that the Hebrew }
scriptures found their only fulfillment in the Messiah Jesus, and that §
apart from him there was no value in that rich sacred past” (p. 51). |

4
|

/

i

the authentic core of Jesus’
| dismantling the barriers that separate people from one another,”
. and “calling those around him to walk past their tribal fears” (Spong,
1998, p. 131):
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Spong speculated that the final break of this nascent movement of
Jowish Christians from their orthodox peers may have come in the late
HOs A.D. As reflected in the last Gospel (John 9:22, 12:42), Jewish
Christiang found themselves “excommunicated from synagogue life
nnd ultimately from Judaism” (Spong, 1996, p. 53). And for their part,
the nascent  Christians began to reject all things Jewish. They
euchewed the Jewish liturgical context and purpose for. the Gospels
nnd began “to ascribe to these books an:accuracy about historical facts
nnd a literalness about the events being described” (p. 53). Indeed, the
putative Gospel writer John claimed to have given an eyewitness ac-
count (John 21:24). Spong dismissed that claim as implausible, given
that the author would have to have been “almost 100 years old when
he wrote — hardly a possibility in the first century” (Spong, 1996, p. 68).

The “Authentic” Jesus: Spong’s Analysis and Continuity View

As noted, the meaningful perception of any new experience requires
the activation of appropriate schemas or frameworks for interpreta-
tion. Yet to be adequate or veridical or growth-inducing, the new
uxperience cannot simply be assimilated to those schemas. If there is
to be learning or development, that which cannot readily (and
veridically) be assimilated to the old and familiar must be noticed,
nttended to, dealt with in some way. Many NDErs have struggled to
find the words to describe the anomalous qualities of their experience,
and to transform their lives in its light. With reference to the New

Testament, Spong claimed that the “authentic” or original historical
- Jesus can be discerned despite the discontinuity interpretation of

Jesus’ God-presence derived from theism and Jewish heritage. To use
Piagetian terms, the New Testament writers not only assimilated but
also achieved some “accommodation” to the new experience that was
Jesus. Accordingly, through thematic scrutiny of their efforts, we can
(according to Spong) disembed from the theistic external “God claims”

i snomething of the authentic Jesus.

Spong’s analysis focused on Jesus’ expansive, humanity-wide love as
significance. He “was constantly

Beneath the God claims made for this Jesus was a person who lived
a message announcing that there was no status defined by religion, by
tribe, by culture, by cult, by ritual, or by illness that could separate
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any person from the love of God. If love is a part of what God is or who
God is, then it can surely be said of this Jesus that he lived the
meaning of God. ... (p. 125)

Other aspects of Jesus also captured “people’s attention”:

He possessed an unearthly capacity to be present, totally present, to
another person. ... [And he was] a remarkably free man. He was free
to forgive, free to endure, free to be, and free to die. His being was not
distorted by his external circumstances. (pp. 125-127)

So inspiring in his “unearthly” presence and love, Jesus cultivated
the human potential for spirituality. Hence Spong’s continuity view:
“Human life is capable of entering the infinity of God because the 7
infinity of God can be found in the heart of every human life. The two }
are not distinct. Humanity and divinity flow together” (Spong, 1998,
p. 131). Despite the human tendency to be self-centered and self- ]
serving (Spong, 1973, 2001), persons can strive (in various ways and
with various degrees of success) to reach and be touched by the infinite
love of God: “That is [what] the Johannine writer was trying to say /|
when he asserted that ‘God is love, and whoever abides in love, abides §

in God’ (I John 4:16)” (Spong, 1998, p. 131).

An important question is whether Spong’s analysis and continuity 7}
view captured “the original Jesus or Spong’s Jesus” (W. Bend- |
schneider, personal communication, May 8, 2005). Sabom argued that
Spong’s depiction represented merely “another example of picking and
choosing some parts of Jesus which correspond with his personal likes §
and dislikes, and summarily dismissing other parts which don’t fit into |
his personal scheme of things” (M. Sabom, personal communication, f
April 23, 2005). Was Spong’s analysis well-reasoned and compelling, or |
subjective and arbitrary? My own impression is that Spong made ;
a plausible case for his depiction, although he may have under- |

estimated Jesus’ paranormal abilities, as I will discuss below.

Beyond Theism

Just as Jesus must be disembedded from Messianic literalism,
Christianity in Spong’s analysis must be liberated from the supernat-
ural theism of antiquity. The process may not be easy. Consider, for
example, Jesus’ death on the cross. What is Christianity without the

cross of atonement? If God is love, what greater evidence is Christ’s

sacrifice? Traditional Christianity may owe much of its inspirational
power to sacrificial love; just consider the prominence of sacrificial love
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in so much of the world’s greatest literature. Yet upon reflection,
nacrificial love as applied to the crucifixion implies a less than loving
Giod. “A human father who would nail his son to a cross for any
purpose would be arrested for child abuse” (Spong, 1998, p. 95).
Crucifixion as “a divinely required human sacrifice” sounds “quite
strange to modern ears” (Spong, 2001, p. 123). Particularly strange is
the implied

image of God. This is a deity who acts like a Middle Eastern potentate
who cannot forgive until his offended dignity has been satisfied. This
deity cannot be moved to embrace [his] fallen creatures without the
sacrifice of a human being, [a] blood offering. (p. 123)

Theistic systems of belief are typically closed systems of doctrine
whose proponents seek to “stifle debate with ex cathedra pronounce-
ments” (Spong, 1998, p. 54). The trial of Galileo is perhaps the most
famous example in church history. The stifling of scientific knowledge,
however, can last only so long. With advances of science and scientific
oxplanation, the “arenas reserved for God alone” have been shrinking
ind theism has been fading:

Every new discovery about how the natural world operates cuts into
the arena once reserved for God alone. The theistic God first became
the gap-filler, explaining those things that human knowledge could
not. The gaps, however, grew fewer and fewer with each century, and
more are being closed every day by the advance of knowledge. (p. 53)

The fading of theism may permit more adequate understandings of
the divine to take hold, and along with it an openminded inquiry that
contrasts refreshingly with the implicit (and at times, explicit)
arrogance and theocentric imperialism that seem to come with the
territory of theism. In traditional (especially, Protestant) Christianity,

B “salvation requires ‘accepting Jesus as one’s personal savior’. ...

Heaven is thus reserved for those who can assert that this kind of

| conversion is part of their personal story. Lostness [or hell] awaits all
L others” (Spong, 2001, p. 172). The reference to Jesus as God’s “only

son” implies

that none of the other religious systems of the world can offer its
people a point of connection with the divine. Many Christians have
made exactly that claim, and its effect for centuries has been to fuel
a quite unholy attitude of religious imperialism. (p. 11)

Although the Church has had positive moments, it

has also had in its history some rather dreadful moments marked
by such things as “holy” wars, “sacred” crusades, inquisitions
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heen shaped by the one I call Christ, but I did not doubt that they had
heen shaped by the God that I have met in Christ” (2001, p. 183).
Moreover,

[featuring the burning of critics at the stake], inhumane anti-
Semitism, and an overt, killing racism, sexism, and homophobia.
(Spong, 1998, p. 17)

It is the deity of theism who is “alleged to have supported” such’
horrors in order “to impose a particular version of divinity on other:
people” (Spong, 2001, p. 230). Theism, then, readily subverts God’s"
love into prejudice at best, mass murder and torture at worst. If the:
worst betrayals of God’s love by the church emanated from the theistic'
worldview, then the fading of theism can scarcely be lamented.. :

to the extent that the Buddha, Moses, Elijah, Krishna, Mohammed,
Confucius, Julian of Norwich, Catherine of Genoa, Hildegard of
Bingen, Rosa Parks, Florence Nightingale, Mahatma Ghandhi,
Martin Buber, Thich Nhat Hahn, Dag Hammarskjold, or any other
holy person brings life, love, and being to another, then to that degree
that person is to me the word of God incarnate. (Spong, 2001, p. 145)

Not only Christianity but all religions should “separate the wheat
from the chaff of [their] tradition” (p. 182) so as to achieve social and

Panentheism
‘ religious decentering:

Fortunately, the fading of theism does not leave atheism as the onl
alternative in questions of God and reality. Other faith and mysti
traditions exist that are neither theistic nor atheistic but “panenthe-’
istic,” meaning loosely that the divine “is found at the depths of life, 1
working in and through ... this world” (Spong, 1998, p. 62). Marcus
Borg pointed to a panenthelstm theme '

My hope is that my brothers and sisters who find Judaism, Islam,
Hinduism, or Buddhism as their point of entry, based upon their time
and place in history, will also explore their pathway into God in
a similar manner, until they too can escape the limits of their
tradition. ... Then each of us ... can reach across the once insuperable
barriers to share as both givers and receivers in the riches present in

in the Bible. Its clearest compact expression is attributed to Paul in all human sacred traditions.” (Spong, 2001, p. 182)

the book of Acts: God is the one in whom “we live and move and have
our being.” ... God is more than everything, even as everything is in
God. ... Combining [transcendence and immanence] produces the
central claim of panentheism: God is.“the More” who is “right here.”
(2003, p. 66)

Jesus, who “crossed every boundary of tribe, prejudice, gender, and
L religion” (p. 182), will be honored when and if such a day of sharing
. arrives. The new Christian faith community “would not seek to
L propagandize people by claiming that it has all the answers” (p. 214).
Rather, Spong’s envisioned new Christianity would be an open system,
- growing through inquiry and dialogue. Indeed, “any recasting of the
creeds that we might produce today will be no more eternal than those
L formulations of the fourth and fifth centuries proved to be, nor should
L they be” (Spong, 1998, p. 19).

opportunities for growth. Just as the individual to grow must decenter |
from self by taking the perspectives of others, Spong (2001) suggested |
that Christianity must decenter from its “self*-centeredness: “We do '}
not possess the sole pathway to God, for there is no sole pathway” (p. 4
179). Furthermore, “the idea that Jesus is the only way to God or that }
only those who have been washed in the blood of Christ are ever to be j
listed among the saved, has become anathema and even dangerous in
our shrinking world” (p. 179). i

Especially helpful to decentering (whether by the individual or the ]
church) is the exploration of Buddhist and other Eastern faith |
traditions. Through such exploration, we can come to realize “that |
our ancient Western definitions of God do not exhaust the reality of ' J

Conclusion: The NDE and Spong’s New Christianity

. Spong’s argument, then, is that a new Christianity is needed for the
modern world. The “new” Christianity would be faithful to the vision
E of the original Jesus, who (according to Spong) intended his movement
| “to be a radical, transforming, boundary-breaking religious system,”
i one that would call “people to enter the experience of non-tribal
| humanity” (Spong, 2001, pp. 132-133). To be a disciple of Jesus would

the existence of an external deity” (p. 57). Spong referred to his |
L be to “imitate this God presence by living fully, loving totally, and

dialogues, for another example, with Hindu schelars: “They had not
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having the courage to be all that God has created each of us to be”
(Spong, 1996, p. 333). The “only mission” of the disciple of the 1

authentic Jesus is to make

it possible for everyone else to live, to love, and to be. ... Our task is
not to convert; our task is to call people into the depths of their own
capacity to be. (Spong, 1998, pp. 218-219)

To fulfill the true “gospel message” (Spong, 2001, p. 132) of
noncoercive and universal love and encouragement, then, Christianity
must disembed from its premodern worldview of theism and recognize

the liturgical, nonliteral context of the Gospel stories.

To summarize Spong’s critique of traditional Christianity: Twenty
centuries ago, certain Palestinian Jews made sense of the God.
presence. they experienced in Jesus by invoking the theistic and 4
Messianic framework of their sacred heritage. God must have entered . §
Jesus to fulfill the prophecy of a saving Messiah, a human sacrifice to
redeem them by dying in substitutive atonement for their sins. This
God was perceived as basically discontinuous from and external to
humanity. Discernible through the theism and literalism of Pales- ‘,;:

tinian perception, however, is a profoundly spiritual person.

Theism naturally tends to be theocentric; and Christianity must §
decenter. Helpful to decentering will be the courage to reach out to and |
learn from other traditions — traditions whose thoughtful adherents,
Spong hoped, will at the same time be undertaking their own

disembedding and decentering processes.

The NDE research and Spong’s work, as well as that of Tillich and "}
others, are different approaches, limited in different ways; that they '
nonetheless point in the same direction suggests a validity to the
spiritual view of human existence. People can be viewed as primarily
spiritual beings having human experiences, ranging from self- ]
centeredness and destructive isolation, to love and constructive
connection, to glimpses and impressions of spiritual reality. Persons }
who have had NDEs return with a greatly reduced fear of death, which ;
they attribute to an impression in their experience of a deeper reality }
of human existence in general and of their existence in particular. |
That their impression is not entirely reducible to subjective imagina- |
tion or brain states is suggested by evidence such as accurate, specific,
and idiosyncratic recollections despite (at least in one case) docu- 3}

mented absence of brain wave activity.

In addition to stimulation from other faith traditions, stimulation ,
from near-death research findings can contribute to decentering -]
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toward a new and evolving Christianity. We have noted certain
“Christ-like” spiritual qualities that NDErs seem to share with Jesus
himself; and perhaps there are other common qualities. Indeed, might
Jesus also have had a near-death experience? The possibility sounds
strange and even imperious (are we to see NDEs as relevant to
everything?), but consider the more unconfirmed aspects of the NDE
literature. ‘

Some NDErs, perhaps especially those experiencers whose NDE
occurred -in some depth and when they were children, report more
than ordinary insight into the problems of others or premonitions of
future events. Some anecdotes suggest paranormal (for this world) or
psychic abilities: “telepathy, precognitive feelings [or} ... dreams,
sceing other people and places through some kind of remote viewing,
heing able to diagnose illnesses and sometimes even acting as healers”
(Morse and Perry, 1992, p. 97). Knowledge of others’ thoughts, remote
nwareness, precognition, and certainly healing are all attributed to
Jesus in the Gospels. Clairvoyance and healing powers are typically
also attributed to mystics, a point consistent with interpretations of
Jesus as a mystic (Fanning, 2001). Although Spong may be right that
the Gospels are not eyewitness accounts, these psychic elements in the
(tospel stories may reflect certain additional commonalities with
NDErs and ways in which Jesus was a profoundly spiritual person —
n point that may be granted by Spong, who wrote that “perhaps we
human beings are more psychically connected than we have ever
imagined” (1998, p. 145).

Like the St. Louis youth cited above, Jesus may have known from an

L carly age that he was “different.” Given the times of Messianic
| oxpectation in which Jesus lived, it would not have made Jesus
0 “lunatic” (Lewis, 1943, p. 56) to have interpreted his profound
L wpirituality (including his psychic abilities) in theistic terms, to
L construct a Messianic identity. Perhaps precisely because of his
i oxtraordinary gifts, insights, and presence, Jesus eventually gained
L following while other would-be Messiahs alluded to in the Gospels
t did not. Indeed, given reports of after-death communications (Gug-
i genheim and Guggenheim, 1995), Jesus’ posthumous presence
i traditionally interpreted as the Resurrection may have been more
. paranormal than Spong’s (1994) phenomenological interpretation
. would seem to suggest. In his zeal to excise theism and literalism
L from Christianity, Spong may have underrepresented paranormal
L aspects of Jesus’ spirituality.

In general, the NDE literature would seem to resonate with Spong’s



92 JOURNAL OF NEAR-DEATH STUDIES ‘ JOHN C. GIBBS 93

continuity view of Jesus, spiritual view of humanity, and new | References
Christianity. Consistent with the qualities of Jesus emphasized by |
Spong, NDErs (especially, deep NDErs) are remarkably nonmateri-
alistic, experience an inner sense of divine presence, have insight
into the problems of others, and express an expansive love in word
and lifestyle. Various aspects of NDE research converge in pointing
toward a deeper human reality of love and connection. That humans,
despite varying degrees of self-centeredness and distortion, may
nonetheless in some ultimate sense all be integral to the light of
divine love, converges with Spong’s thesis that humans are ultimately
spiritual, indeed, that humanity and divinity are not discontinuous
but instead blend or flow together. Suggestive of the “empathetic”
life review (Lorimer, 1990) in the NDE is Spong’s assertion that
he or any other individual human being is “joined with the beings
of others who are at one with the Ground of all Being” (1998, p. 219;
see also Tillich, 1952). In the light of this deep interconnectedness, 4
“something like ethical objectivity begins to emerge. There is an §
‘objective’ wrongness to seeking to cause or increase the pain of |
another life. If I do that, I also inevitably become self-destructive” §
(Spong, 1998, p. 161). :

Spong was emphatic that the new Christianity he envisioned was to }
be openminded and evolving. It would be not a Christianity of ex ]
cathedra pronouncements, whose prominence would be achieved i
through the stifling (through excommunication or worse) of anyone §
whose perspective differed. Like Spong’s new Christianity, NDE §
research is at least in principle openminded and evolving. Many |
NDE researchers, like Fenwick, Greyson, Janice Holden, Morse, Sam 4§
Parnia, Ring, Sabom, and van Lommel (all of whom have medical or }
academic graduate training) use the scientific method. That is, they §
engage in controlled empirical inquiry and describe their methods in §
sufficient detail that others may assess for themselves the replicability
of their results. Those who survey and ponder the implications of NDE
research (myself included) seek to achieve impartial or objective |
conclusions — and understand that the independent surveys and
inferences of others may in good faith challenge those conclusions. So }
much the better. The resulting dialogue may effect a healthy |
decentering of the perspectives of each and a resulting progress toward §
more valid understanding. If NDErs and Jesus have in common certain
spiritual qualities (evident especially in Jesus), perhaps it can also be |
said that NDE research and Spong’s envisioned new Christianity share |
in principle the ideal of progress through honest and open dialogue.
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ABSTRACT: John Gibbs relates research findings on near-death experiences
(NDEs) to John Shelby Spong’s “continuity view of Jesus” and his “call for
a new Christianity.” Gibbs’ argument falls short of demonstrating congruence
of the scientific findings of NDE research with the theological claims of Spong,
who posits that Jesus was not God, but just a person.
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For the past decade or so, I have enjoyed several extended conver-
sations with John Gibbs about our mutual interest and work in the
field of near-death studies and its relationship to our religious beliefs.
[ have found Gibbs to be a valued friend and a deep thinker. Through-
out our interaction, we have espoused clearly differing theologies —
[, a traditional conservative Christianity that holds to a literal and
inerrant view of the Bible (Sabom, 2000b, pp. 35-40); and Glbbs a
nonsectarian, “open and evolving” view.

In “What do Near-Death Experiencers and Jesus Have in Common?
The Near-Death Experience (NDE) and Spong’s New Christianity”
(Gibbs, 2005), Gibbs properly points out that following an NDE,
persons “typically become less self-centered or more spiritual”; become
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less concerned “with material self-aggrandizement or social status”; |
show “subsequent gains in love for others in terms of acceptance,
understanding, and caring”; “report an inner sense of divine presence .
as well as insight into the problems of others”; and often “shift their .
occupation to one of the helping professions, volunteer in a social or
community service, or join humanitarian causes.” “In religious terms,” |
Gibbs concludes, “one might say that near-death experiencers by vir- ]

tue of their experience tend to become more Christ-like.”
In Light and Death, I wrote:

In comparing the main aftereffects of the near-death experience to
scriptural principles, it appears that the NDE promotes, not detrac.ts
from, belief in certain biblical principles ... . It leads to an increase in
a belief in God [,] ... promotes a belief in life after death [,] ... en-
courages one’s concern for others, .. . advances one’s desire to pray, ...
[alnd it diminishes one’s emphasis on the material world as recom-
mended by Jesus in Matthew 6:25, 33-34 in which he told the croyv_ds in
his famous “Sermon on the Mount” to put the pursuit of spiritual
matters ahead of material concerns. (Sabom, 1998, pp. 204—205)

In a sense, then, it can be said that the NDE leads to more “Chﬁst—
like” behavior, but this behavior is not unique to Jesus’ teachings. b

NonChristian researcher Kenneth Ring observed:

Isn’t it obvious that what core NDErs experience when they come
close to death is what the rest of us would call God, or if not God, t}_len
surely some aspect of the infinitude of God made manifest to the mind
or spirit of the NDEr? ... If this experience is not of God, then what
else could it possibly be? (Ring, 1984, p. 84)

Ring and I have found that following this experience “of God,” the }
changes in attitude and behavior noted by Gibbs occur in the lives of |
Christians and nonChristians alike. Such universal changes have led |}
me to postulate that a “general revelation of God” is occurring whereby ]
God unveils His invisible qualities — His eternal power, divine nature, i
and holy law — during the NDE (Sabom, 1998, pp. 205-213). ‘A
Furthermore, “[a]ll near-death experiencers are imbued with a sense }
of increased spiritual fervor, but the direction in which the fervor is ]
expressed is determined by other influences ... . Spiritually-charged |
near-death experiencers and researchers alike can thus be seen to §
pursue widely differing paths in search of truth and enlightenment —
paths which lead as easily down the road to Omega [Ring, 1984] as |
down the road to ... the historical Jesus, the One who proclaimed |
himself to be the Christ, indeed the very Son of God” (Sabom, 1998, }
pp. 140-141, 213, 223). The NDE carries a powerful, spiritual imprint ‘
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of God, even in the lives of atheists (Sabom, 1998, pp. 209-210), but
this imprint does not delineate any specific religious doctrine.

Keeping this in mind, let us examine Gibbs’ claim that the “impli-
cations of findings of near-death research literature seem congruent
with Spong’s continuity view of Jesus, spiritual view of humanity, and
call for a new Christianity.” According to Gibbs, Spong’s “spiritual
view of humanity” proposes that “in some ultimate sense” we are all
“integral to the light of divine love [that is, Godl.” Traditional
Christian beliefs affirm that we all are made in the image of God
{Genesis 1:26-27) and that

[tlhough He is the Creator and we are creatures, and though God
transcends us in being, power, and glory, nevertheless there is some
sense in which we are like Him. There is some analogy between God
and us. God is an intelligent and moral being. We are also moral
agents equipped with a mind, a heart, and a will. These faculties make
it possible for us to mirror God’s holiness . .. . (Sproul, 1992, pp. 131-2)

Near-death research likewise has shown that following an NDE,
the spiritual nature of humanity is confirmed and strengthened.
Spong’s “continuity view of Jesus,” however, is not supported by NDE

, research findings or traditional Christian doctrine. Gibbs writes:

In Spong’s view, there is no basic discontinuity between NDErs and
Jesus, between persons and god . .. . Jesus Christ differed from us in
degree rather than in kind ... . That Jesus was a profoundly spiritual
person — but still a person (defined as a spiritual being having a
human experience) — is the premise of the new Christianity called
for and envisioned by Spong ... . [This premise requires that] we
“liberate” Jesus from a literalist misunderstanding and misrepre-
sentation of him as external divinity incarnate, the promised Messiah
and sacrificial lamb, different from others not in degree but in kind.

| This view is based on widespread rejection, reinterpretation, and
| “remythologization” of traditional Christianity’s view of the Bible and
L is a theological, not an NDE research-based, claim widely disputed by
| theologians and biblical scholars (including ten leaders of Spong’s own
: Anglican/Episcopal denomination) (Moore, 1998). The premise rests on
. the truth or falsehood of Christ’s deity. If Jesus were truly unique on
Farth as God, then the “discontinuity view” of traditional Christianity
is affirmed since NDErs are people and, according to Gibbs, “people are
}. not [and thus are discontinuous with] gods.” If Jesus were just “a person,”
5 on the other hand, then Spong’s “continuity view” would hold sway,
i since Christ would have been simply a mortal member of the human
| race. However, NDE research sheds no light on Christ’s deity. Thus it is
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misleading for Gibbs to suggest that such research findings are “con-

gruent” (that is, in agreement) with Spong’s “call for a new Christian-
ity” and “resonate with Spong’s continuity view of Jesus;” just as it ‘1:’
would be misleading for me to make similar claims for the congruence

or resonance of NDE research with a call for traditional Christianity.
In my work, I have made it clear that, whereas the Bible is my “only
reliable yardstick,” I have interpreted my research findings within, not
in support of or as a call for, a specific theological framework. I have
respected this interface between theology and NDE research (Sabom,
2000a, pp. 254-255) and have spoken out against others, including:
Christians, who have used NDE research to promote religious agendas

(Sabom, 1996; 1998, pp. 165-169; 2000a, pp. 251-255). My conclusion
that a general revelation of God may be operative within the NDE is a
research-derived conclusion based on structured interviews with:
NDErs and their responses to Ring’s Life Changes Questionnaire s;
(Ring, 1984, p. 122) and the Hoge Intrinsic Religious Motivation Scale -/}
(Hoge, 1972). My research has further shown that the NDE is not ¢
a significant determinant of new religious beliefs (Sabom, 1998, p. 140).
To emphasize my “hands off” approach with NDE-driven theological
claims, I ended Light and Death with the plea that one’s advocacy of a
religion — be it traditional Christian, nonChristian, or “new Christian” — .
not rest on “taking a stand on a vision during the waning moments of

life” (Sabom, 1998, p. 223) — and therefore, not rest on NDE research.

Gibbs further writes: “Like Spong’s new Christianity, NDE research
is at least in principle openminded and evolving ... . and each share(s] E
in principle the ideal of progress through honest and open dialogue.”
Just how “openminded ... in principle” is Spong’s “new Christianity”? |
Gibbs softly concedes that “[iln his zeal to excise theism and literalism-
from Christianity, Spong may have underrepresented paranormal
aspects of Jesus’ spirituality.” And if the paranormal has been

“underrepresented,” the miraculous has been totally rejected:

This is the crucial issue that Christians face in the battle to rescue the
Bible from fundamentalists. Unless the truth of the Bible is lifted out
of the literalistic framework that captured it some two thousand years
ago, that truth can have for modern women and men no meaning, no
credibility, and no appeal. The end of such a warped version of biblical
truth is surely death ... . This is no exaggeration. The people of this
twentieth- and twenty-first-century world of science and technology
will not long take seriously a faith story that is proclaimed inside the
fantastic symbols of a premodern world, especially if the popular
voices of that faith story insist on a literalistic acceptance and
interpretation of those symbols. (Spong, 1992, p. 133)
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Spong dismissed the miraculous aspects of Jesus’ spirituality as the
imaginings of “a nonoperative, prescientific, and clearly false view of
the world” (Spong, 1992, p. 26) and of a “prescientific mindset of miracle
and magic” (Spong, 1992, p. 37). “When the explosion of scientific
knowledge in the sixteenth century began its relentless march to our
day,” according to Spong, “. .. the literalness of the story of creation, the
supernatural context of most of the biblical drama and the words of
miracle and magic disintegrated” (Spong, 1994, p. 17). Traditional
Christians Michael Bott and Jonathan Sarfati wrote:

Spong gives no explanation for his denial of the supernatural other
than conceptual decree and an appeal to common prejudice. In other
words, God doesn’t intervene in history because Spong hasn’t seen it
happen, Spong says it doesn’t happen, and we all know it can’t
happen. A good example of this ‘logic’ is Spong’s discussion of two of
his colleagues’ views on miracles:

When one Episcopal bishop told me that he accepted the
virgin birth story literally because if God wanted to be born of
a virgin, He could have arranged that,” or when another said,
‘If God created ex nihilo, the virgin birth would be a snap,’ I
thought to myself, ‘How will the church survive in this world
with that lack of scholarship among its leaders? In those
statements the bishops were asserting their belief in a God
who was in fact a manipulative male person, who would set
aside the processes of the world to produce a miracle in order
to bring His divine presence into a human enterprise called
life, from which this God was clearly separated ... .

Spong never tells us why belief in the Virgin Birth or belief in Creatio
ex nthilo (creation out of nothing, i.e., no pre-existing matter) entails
a lack of scholarship. The statements of the two bishops quoted
disparagingly by Spong are perfectly logical — if God is almighty
and can create ex nihilo, then arranging for a virgin to bear a child
would be easy (i.e., ‘a snap’). To declare carte blanche that these
things certainly did not happen, just because one believes they
cannot, is hardly consistent with a scientific approach. (Bott and
Sarfati, 1995, p. 3)

Spong’s denial of the miracles of Jesus is a necessary first step in
promoting his “new Christianity” since, for traditional Christians,
“if Christ has not been raised [that is, resurrected], then [your]
preaching is vain, your faith also is vain ... . [and] your faith is
worthless ... .” (1 Corinthians 15: 14-17). Spong’s closedmindedness
on this key issue does little to promote Gibbs’ desire for “honest and
open dialogue” with traditional Christians, whom Spong disparagingly
characterized as “anti-intellectual,” “afraid of knowledge,” and
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“foolish”; and who, according to Spong, “must close off vast portions of }
their thinking processes or twist their brains into a kind of first-century
pretzel in order to maintain their faith system, who play a religious |
game of ‘let’s pretend,” who hold to “religious delusion” and make }
“hysterical religious claims,” who “appear incapable of thinking outside 3'
concrete images,” who reveal “the most profound biblical ignorance and |
the least understanding of the depth of Scripture,” and who “are }
remarkably wrong and remarkably destructive to Christian truth and
to a Christian future” (Spong, 1992, pp. 20, 24, 27, 143, 155, 207, 233).
The “end of such a warped version of biblical truth is surely death,” }
claimed Spong, for, according to him, traditional Christianity’s |
“drawing power is declining day by day”; its message “no longer has
any translatable meaning”; and it “will not last,” will “burn itself out in |
will never survive,” and is “sick unto death” (Spong, 1992,
pp- 9, 24, 107, 134). Never mind the fact that traditional Christian
churches continue to grow and flourish to a far greater degree than do
the liberal churches championed by Spong (Hoge, Johnson, and 1}
Luidens, 1994) — a fact surprisingly conceded by even Spong himself |
(Spong, 1992, pp. 35-36). NDE research has further found that §

” @

emptiness,

following a spiritually-transformative NDE, “[clhurch attendance
increased in conservative Christians, liberal Christians, and God-
believers alike, with the greatest increase found in those holding the
most traditional Christian beliefs” (Sabom, 1998, p. 140).

Anyone who is familiar with NDE research should also recognize
that such an “appeal to common prejudice,” euphemistically couched
as the “twentieth- and twenty-first-century world of science and
technology,” has frequently been used to reject carte blanche any
suggestion that paranormal or spiritual activity may be occurring
during an NDE. According to surgery professor Sherwin Nuland:

In the latter part of the twentieth century, we have such a need to be
unique, to be special, to be different. You know the thing that unifies
so many of these people [that is, NDErs] — they are so narcissistic. It’s
“Look at me. I saw God. I saw Jesus. I am different.” ... Since those
experiences are explainable on a perfectly straightforward biological
basis, we don’t have to invoke supernatural events to explain them.
(Nuland, quoted in Corvo, 1996)

And psychology professor Robert Kastenbaum predicted the demise of
interest in the NDE more than 25 years ago:

In the supercharged atmosphere of today’s fantasy market, the
reentry trip, the coming back down to earth can be disappointing.
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The fun is over, but we all may be better off if we start to prepare for
the descent from the giddy heights of uncritical thought. If history is
any teacher then the current fascination with “life after life” will give
way as some new mind trip arises to take its place — as it encounters
some hard knocks against reality. (Kastenbaum, 1977, p. 28)

Returning now to Gibbs’ question “What do near-death experiencers
and Jesus have in common?”, Gibbs and 1 seem to agree that the
human spirit imperfectly mirrors the image of God. “Although spir-
itual effects are sometimes seen in phenomena such as the NDE,”
according to Gibbs, “most humans are far from divine ... . All too
evident are our egocentric biases, desires, and motives — modern
parlance for our proneness to sin.” Using Spong as a springboard,
Gibbs then interprets the miracles of Jesus the Divine as paranormal
phenomena of Jesus the man — a man who “interpreted his profound
spirituality (including his psychic abilities) in theistic terms, to con-
struct a Messianic identity.” I, on the other hand, am convinced of the
deity of Jesus. The true identity of Jesus is a theological question which
must be answered before the “congruence” or “resonance” of NDE
research findings and Spong’s “new Christianity” can be determined.

Will further deep thinking, academic debate, or “open and honest
dialogue” give us the answer? Probably not. According to traditional
Christianity, one’s conviction in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior as
literally presented in the Bible is beyond the scope of human
argument:

John Calvin taught that even though the Scriptures manifest clear
and reasonable signs of their divine authority and exhibit sufficient
evidence of their divine origin, these evidences do not fully persuade
us until or unless they are sealed to our hearts by the inward
testimony of the Holy Spirit. Even though we may be able to offer
objective and compelling proofs of the truth of Scripture, that is no
guarantee that people will believe, yield to, or embrace them. For us
to be persuaded of their truth we need the help of the internal
testimony of the Spirit ... . [This] is not a flight into mysticism or
an escape into subjectivism, where personal feelings are elevated to
the status of absolute authority ... . In His inner witness, the Holy
Spirit ... operates upon our spirits to break down and overcome our
resistance to God’s truth. He moves us to surrender to the clear °

teaching of God’s Word and embrace it with full assurance. (Sproul,
1992, pp. 113-114)

Jesus instructed:

Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of the water and the
Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God. That which is born of
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the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not
marvel that I said to you, “You must be born again.” The wind blows
where it wishes and you hear the sound of it, but do not know where it
comes from and where it is going; so is everyone who is born of the
Spirit. (John 3: 2-8)

According to Spong, those who hold traditional Christian beliefs
such as these are “foolish” (Spong, 1992, p. 20). Indeed, these beliefs ]
will appear as “foolishness” to the nonbelieving “wise man,” “scribe,” i

and “debater of this age” (1 Corinthians 1: 18-20). For the “things of
the Spirit of God ... are spiritually appraised” (1 Corinthians 2: 14)
and transcend the bounds of human reason and argument.
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ABSTRACT: In his commentary, Michael Sabom contends that my argument
falls short of demonstrating a congruence between near-death research
findings and John Shelby Spong’s spiritual view of humanity, continuity view
of Jesus, and call for a new Christianity. Sabom is correct. that near-death
research sheds no direct light on Jesus’ true identity and that research find-
ings regarding near-death experiences (NDEs) should not be used to promot’e
religious  agendas. Nonetheless, I suggest in this reply .that the NDE S
ontological and spiritual significance extends to religious issues and raises
questions relevant to whether near-death experiencers and Jesus have
spirituality in common.
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Spong ... posits that Jesus was not God, but just a person. ... If Jesus
were just “a person” ... then Spong’s “continuity view” would hold
sway, since Christ would have been simply a mortal member of the
human race. (Sabom, 2005, this issue, emphases added)

If Jesus is not the incarnation of the theistic deity, they [the crit'ics]
say, then he is “just” a human being. I find their use of this word just
to be intriguing. (Spong, 2001, p. 83)

just, adv. ... 5. No more than; only, merely; barely ... . e. Used to ...
represent ... as a small thing. (Oxford English Dictionary, accessed at
http:/dictionary.oed.com 10/27/05)

mortal, a. ... 2. a. Subject to death, destined to die; not immortal or
supernatural. Often in the tautologically emphatic phrase mortal
man. ... 6. a. Theol. Of sin or a sin: entailing spiritual death;
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depriving the soul of divine grace. (Oxford English Dictionary,
accessed at http:/dictionary.oed.com 10/27/05)

What is the nature of the person, of life, of God? Can research with
near-death experiencers help us to explore such questions? In other
words, does research into near-death experiences (NDEs) have onto- |
logical, spiritual, and, by extension, religious significance? Does the
research bear any implications for Christianity? for evaluating the '

views of particular Christian thinkers such as John Shelby Spong?

I very much appreciate Michael Sabom’s joining me in pondering
these questions. Sabom is a preeminent NDE researcher, distinguished
cardiologist, and friend. Sabom’s classic Recollections of Death: ]
A Medical Investigation (1982) “remains in my opinion the most 4

important scientific study of the phenomenon” (Gibbs, 1999, p. 117).
I am honored by his writing a commentary on my article, “What Do
Near-Death Experiencers and Jesus Have in Common? The Near-

Death Experience and Spong’s New Christianity” (Gibbs, 2005, this

issue). Sabom correctly wrote in his commentary that NDE research
sheds no direct light on Jesus’ true identity and that NDE findings
should not be recruited to serve particular religious agendas. His

thoughtful commentary prompts me to reflect that my argument may

have fallen short of “demonstrating congruence” (Sabom, 2005, this

issue, emphasis added) between NDE research implications and ]

Spong’s spiritual view of humanity, continuity view of Jesus, and call
for a new Christianity.

Yet some congruence is suggested if not demonstrated. Sabom noted
that the ontological and spiritual significance of NDE research (as
I would put it, that humans, despite varying degrees of self-centeredness
and distortion, are ultimately spiritual beings integral with a deeper
reality of divine love) seems congruent with traditional Christian
beliefs based on the Bible that humans (imperfectly) reflect the image
of God. It is not a “small thing” to be a human being. NDE research
and the Bible seem to resonate with Spong’s spiritual view of hu-
manity, namely, that “human” is ultimately “blended” with “divine.”

Sabom’s and my positions more clearly diverge, however, as the
NDE’s ontological and spiritual significance extends further into the
arena of religion in general and Christianity in particular. I will not
argue or attempt to demonstrate but instead suggest that the reader
join us in pondering these questions and issues in the spirit of open
dialogue. What does “a spiritual view of humanity” mean? Does it
mean that persons are ultimately integral to the light of divine love?
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Does it mean that when the body dies, the essence of the person
typically rejoins the light? If so, then how can we retain the traditiongl
Christian view of humans as discontinuous with the divine, that is, as
mortals at risk for spiritual death? Might near-death experiencers (or
persons in general) and Jesus have spirituality in common? If persons
are ultimately integral with the mystery of the universe, then how
much does it diminish the mystery of Jesus to say that Jesus was
“just” a person — perhaps the most divinely suffused and inspiring
person in human history?
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