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Abstract. This modest paper is excerpted from a longer, more ambitious work in
progress. With any luck, it isaproject that will culminate in a book — perhaps more than
one — within the next year or so. As a whole, the project explores the experience and
representation of death, the development of concepts and images concerning the afterlife
(including the notion that there is one), and — perhaps most challenging of all —the critical
assessment, interpretation, and implications of this rich tapestry of human experience and
image for a multicultural, technologically and scientifically dependent society. For this
presentation, | will focus on visions of death associated with what Raymond Moody
termed “ near-death experiences.”

In brief summary, the presentation will explore the experiences, images, and
interpretations of people from different walks of life, immersed in different cultures,
representing different religious practices and traditions, throughout the period known as
the Middle Ages. Specificaly, | will present, compare, and contrast the stories of Chao
T'a (3° century China), Ch'eng Tao-hui (4"century China), Drythelm (7" century
Northumbria), Genshin (10" century Japan), Tundale (12" century Ireland), and T’ing-
sheng (12" century China and Japan). Special attention will be given to: (i) illuminating
similarities as well as differences between the various accounts, (ii) exploring ways in
which experiences are colored and informed by cultural and historical expectation, and
(iti) discussing the process by which exchange and interaction between cultures and
religious traditions can change not only the interpretation of an experience, but the
phenomenology of the experience itself.

lo October, 2008 by Douglas W. Shrader. This paper has been accepted for presentation at the Seventh
Annual Hawaii International Conference on Arts and Humanities, January 2009, and for publication in the
conference proceedings. My analysis is indebted to research conducted while | was a visiting scholar at the
East-West Center in Honolulu, during a sabbatical from SUNY Oneonta (Spring 2006). Participation in the
conference is supported in part by a Faculty Development Award. Sincere appreciation is extended to: (i)
SUNY Oneonta, especially President Nancy Kleniewski, Provost F. Daniel Larkin, and Dean Michael Meri-
lan, and (ii) the East-West Center, especially Elizabeth Buck, Peter Hershok, and Grant Otoshi.



discussed the results of clinical interviews with approximately 150 people. Some of his

subjects had suffered cardiac arrest, some had awakened from comatose states, and still
others had “merely” experienced a close brush with death (such as a narrowly missed head-
on collision). Because he found no marked phenomenologica characteristics to distinguish
stories told by people in any one group from those of the other two, and because he wished
to forestall the question of whether any of the patients had “really” died, he coined a new
term to refer to the whole, undifferentiated set: Near-Death Experiences.

I n 1975, Dr. Raymond Moody published a small book titled Life After Life in which he

The phenomenon that Moody reported was not new, having been observed and
documented for millennia. It was not however widely known and certainly was not taken
serioudy by either the medical or academic communities. Yet something about Moody's
book caught peopl€e's attention and imagination. It became not only a popular topic for the
emerging New Age philosophy, but the subject of research and speculation by other
physicians, psychologists, sociologists, et al.

Dr. Moody’ s subjects reported extraordinary, even bizarre experiences that seemed
to have amarked and positive effect on their attitudes toward life and death. On the basis of
his case studies, Moody identified fourteen common characteristics:

Ineffability

Hearing the News

Feelings of Peace and Quiet
Noise

Dark Tunnel

Out-of-Body Experience
Meeting Others

Being of Light

Review of One'sLife

A Border or Limit

Coming Back

Difficulty in Telling Others
Effectson Lives

New Views of Death

No one reported an experience that embodied all fourteen characteristics and many
subjects reported only a hazy, ill-defined experience that exhibited two or three of the
characteristics.  Still, Moody was struck by what he regarded as a remarkable degree of
uniformity and prefaced his presentation of anecdotes with the following composite:
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A man ... hears himself pronounced dead by his doctor. He begins to hear an
uncomfortable noise, aloud ringing or buzzing, and at the same time feels himself
moving very rapidly through a long dark tunnel. After this, he suddenly finds
himself outside of his own physical body, but ill in the immediate physical
environment, and he sees his own body from a distance, as though he is a spectator.

After a while, he collects himself and becomes more accustomed to his odd
condition. He notices that he still has a“body,” but one of avery different nature
and with very different powers... Others come to meet and to help him. He
glimpses the spirits of relatives and friends who have aready died, and a loving,
warm spirit of akind he has never encountered before — a being of light — appears
before him. This being asks him a question, nonverbally, to make him evaluate his
life and helps him along by showing him a panoramic, instantaneous playback of
the maor events of hislife. At some point he finds himself approaching some sort
of barrier or border, apparently representing the limit between earthly life and the
next life. Yet, he finds that he must go back to the earth, that the time for his death
has not yet come. At this point he resists, for by now he is taken up with his
experiences in the afterlife and does not want to return. He is overwhelmed by
intense feelings of joy, love, and peace. Despite his attitude, though, he somehow
reunites with his physical body and lives.

Later he tries to tell others, but he has trouble doing so... Still, the experience
affects his life profoundly, especially his views about death and its relationship to
life?

For comparison, the following is a genuine case reported in the person’s own words
(from a 1984 study by Glen Gabbard and Stuart Twemlow). The individual had taken a
mixture of drugs and alcohol. After afew daysin intensive care, the person’s heart stopped.

As | began to lose consciousness, | saw my life flash in front of me like an old
movie with incredibly speeded-up action.

As soon as | died, | still had a mind as a matter of speaking. | did not have a
physical body. It was more or less a soul or spirit. ...l felt | was being lifted into
the air. | was being transported through a strange atmosphere when all of a sudden
I remember hearing the most beautiful heavenly music that | have ever heard. ...
Then | was standing in front of along, dark tunnel and began to worry how | would
find my way out of it. Above and ahead of me, | noticed some light and an
opening. | thought of going toward it, but very soon | noticed the opening coming
closer and getting larger.

I looked again and felt my name being called out. There was a spirit form standing
in the opening. To me it was some kind of angel or perhaps God. There was a

2L ife After Life, pp. 21-23.
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white transparent type of robe or garb with a radiant gold belt around his waist.
Where the face, hands and feet would normally appear, was aradiant light shining
and glowing. This being gave me avery comforting feeling... It was as though he
was transmitting a message into my brain... He said ... it was not time for me to
go. ... | wasto tell the people of the world that there is life after death and that
there are higher beings and a God so they could be comforted by thisinformation.

| came back to life after this being spoke with me and found myself in my body. ...
The nurses told me | kept repeating over and over again, “It's so beautiful.” | have
never been the same since. | will never again fear death, and | now have a purpose
and meaning to my lifethat | never had before.®

Many studies, like Moody’s, are largely anecdota: unabashedly unscientific reports
of bits and pieces of various people's experiences that happen to strike the author as
important, interesting, or intriguing. Having taught a class titled “Philosophy of Life and
Death” for thirty years, having worked closely with training programs for nurses and
hospice volunteers, and having given conference presentations concerning near-desth
experiences in various venues throughout the past twenty-five years, | have personally
spoken with a broad assortment of people who felt compelled to share their experiences
with me.

One question with which | have wrestled repeatedly concerns the extent to which
personal, social, and cultura expectations affect not only the interpretation of an experience,
but the phenomenology of the experience itself. To develop a clearer picture of this
influence, | find it useful to compare experiences of people from different walks of life,
immersed in different cultures, representing different religious practices and traditions. For
the current paper, | have chosen six cases from the 3" through the 12" centuries A.D. Two
are from Europe, two from China, and two from Japan. The two European cases are seeped
in Christian doctrine while those from Asia represent Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist
commitments. Unlike most modern experiences, each of the six includes descriptions of the
sorts of torment that one may experience after death if he or she has been less than righteous
in life. Although each of these experiences was chronicled centuries before Dante's
publication of The Divine Comedy (early 14™ century), they are apt to remind a modern
reader of his graphic and gruesome descriptions of layers and levels of hells with tortures
and punishments uniquely suited to specific sins.

(o

Drythelm, a Northumbrian, was pronounced dead in 699 A.D. When he apparently
arose from the dead the following morning, the mourners fled in fear. He spoke of a spirit

3With the Eyes of the Mind, pp. 126-127.
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guide with a “shining countenance and a bright garment”* who led him to a valley of
infinite length. The left side of the valey was filled with flames, the right with hail and
snow. Human souls were being tossed about within the valley “as if by a violent storm”>
and Drythelm thought at first that this must be the valley of hell. But hell was still to come.
When he reached the far end of the valley, darkness “grew so thick that | could see nothing
except the darkness and the shape and garment of my guide.”® There he encountered black
flames full of human souls and others being tormented by evil spirits.

From this place of darkness, fire, stench, and noise, the guide “conducted me into an
atmosphere of clear light.”” They approached a wall of seemingly infinite extension.
Drythelm worried about finding away past this great wall.

| began to wonder why we went up to the wall, since | saw no door, window or
path through it. When we came to the wall, al of a sudden — I don’'t know how
— we were on top of it. Within it there was a vast and delightful field, so full of
fragrant flowers that the odor of its delightful sweetness immediately dispelled the
stink of the dark furnace that had pierced me through and through. So great was
thelight ... that it seemed to exceed the brightness of day or the sun in its meridian
height. In thisfield were innumerable assemblies of men and women in white and
many groups seated together rgjoicing.?

Drythelm assumed this was heaven, but again he was wrong:

...| discovered before me a much more beautiful light and there heard the sweet
voices of people singing, and so wonderful a fragrance proceeded from the place
that the other place, which | had thought before most delicious, then seems to me
only very indifferent...°

Drythelm hoped to enter that final realm, but the guide turned and led him back. Along the
way he explained:

That valley you saw so dreadful because of the consuming flames and cutting cold
is the place to try and punish the souls of those who delay to confess and amend
their sins, but eventually have recourse to repentance at the point of death, and so

“Eileen Gardiner (ed.), Visions of Heaven and Hell Before Dante, p. 58. Drythelm's experience was
recorded by the monk Bede in Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation (Book V, Chapter X11), completed
in 731. Bede's Higtory is available on the web as part of the Medieval Internet Sourcebook, edited by Paul
Halsall: <http://www.fordham.eduw/hal sall/basis/bede-book5.html> (accessed 10/22/208). It is also available
from Christian Classics Ethereal Library <http://www.ccel.org/ccel/bede/history.html> in three different
formats: html, pdf, and plain text (UTF-8) (accessed 10/22/2008).

*lbid.

®lbid.

"Ibid, p. 60.

8hid.

°Ibid, pp. 60-61.
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depart from this life. Nevertheless, because they finally confessed and repented at
death, they will al be received into the kingdom of heaven at the Day of
Judgment...

That fiery and stinking pit that you saw is the mouth of hell, and whoever falsinto
it shall never be delivered for al eternity. This flowery place, in which you see
these most beautiful young people, so bright and merry, is the reception place for
the souls of those who depart from the body after doing good works, but who are
not so perfect as to deserve to be admitted immediately into the kingdom of
heaven. ... [T]hose who are perfect in thought, word and deed immediately enter
the kingdom of heaven as soon as they depart from their bodies. That is in the
place wilgh the fragrant odor and bright light where you heard the sound of sweet
singing.

When the guide informed him that he was to return to the realm of the living,
Drythelm reported: “I much abhorred returning to my body, being delighted with the
sweetness and beauty of the place | beheld, and with the company of those | saw in it."*!
Upon his return to the mortal realm, Drythelm divided his belongings into three parts: one
for his wife, one for his children, and the third for the poor. He entered the monastery of
Melrose and remained there in near seclusion, telling his story only to those he believed
might thereby benefit in their own quest for spiritual excellence.™

1

Our excursion through time and space takes us from Northumbria to China. Chao
T'a, a 35 year-old bureaucratic official in the Chin dynasty (265-420 A.D.), collapsed and
was pronounced dead. After ten days, he revived from whatever state he may have been in,
and told “of being carried to the east by two horsemen, arriving at a large city wall, [and]
passing through the city gate ...”** There, along with several thousand men and women, he
was presented to a magistrate and ordered to describe his sins. Chao T'a proclaimed
innocence, denying having committed any evil. Perhaps he was believed; perhaps the
scarlet-clothed magistrate simply found use for a man with administrative experience. At
any rate, Chao T'ai was appointed Inspector of Waterworks and later promoted to

Yl bid.

! Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation, Book V. Op cit.

12 Bede's History is filled with stories of visions and miracles. For our purposesit will suffice to note just
one. In 676 a dying nun “began to tell, that a certain man of God, who had died that same year, had ap-
peared to her, telling her that at the break of day she should depart to the heavenly light. The truth of which
vision was made out by the virgin's dying as soon as the day appeared” (Book IV, Chapter VIII). The expe-
rience is an example of what is generally called a“death-bed vision.” The content (being led to the heavenly
light by a guide) could just as easily have been reported by someone who had a near-death experience
(whether then or now).

13 James M cClenon, “Near-Death Folklore in Medieval Chinaand Japan,” p. 328.
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Supervisor. In this capacity, overseeing soldiers whose mission was to inspect the various
hells to which sinners had been sent, Chao T’ a witnessed a variety of harsh punishments:
“some were poked through with needles, some were ... boiled in large caldrons, others ...
[impaled] themselves on trees made from swords, severing their own bodies and heads.”**
Beyond these frightful places of punishment, Chao T'a witnessed the City of
Transformation, where those who had accepted Buddhist teaching could receive anew birth
assignment in accord with their past karma. Within this area,

...there were several hundred bureau officials who were examining and collating

documents, saying that those who had engaged in killing were to become mayflies

which are born in the morning and die in the evening; those who engaged in

stealing and robbery were to become pigs and sheep, to be butchered and cut up by

others; those who engaged in sexua wantonness were to become cranes, ducks,

and deer; the double-tongued were to become owls; those who did not repay their

debts were to become donkeys, mules, oxen, and horses.™
In what is perhaps the ultimate ironic twist, it was eventually discovered that Chao T'ai was
not supposed to be there at dl: he had been summoned prematurely due to a bureaucratic
error. Thus he was ordered to return to the living, to tell people that which he had learned,
and to instruct them to honor the Dharma.

1 1

In 391 A.D. a Daoist native of Wu-ch'ang, China— Ch’eng Tao-hui — was believed
to have died. A few days later, he “returned to life” and described an experience of being
tied up by ten or more people, who later released him and led him aong a road with dense
brambles on both sides. Along the way, sinners were punished by driving them through the
brambles.

Ch’eng was taken to an audience hall in a large city and was told he had been
treated with kindness since he had been a devout Buddhist in a previous life. A
magistrate listened to arguments regarding Ch’eng's past deeds. His past-life
virtues were considered sufficient, and he was sent on atour of the hells so that he
might inform the living of the nature of Buddhist Dharma.*®

Apparently, Chao T’ ai’ s experience had become fairly well known in China. Rather
than providing detail concerning the various hells, the narrative smply states that what
Ch’eng Tao-hui observed was “more or less the same” as Chao T'ai.*’

YChristopher Key Chapple, Nonviolence to Animals, Earth, and Saif in Asian Traditions, p. 34.

Blbid, p. 34 -- quoting Karl S.Y. Kao, editor, Classical Chinese Tales of the Supernatural and the
Fantagtic: Selections fromthe Third to the Tenth Century, pp. 166-171.

®McClenon (1991), p. 328.

Y bid, pp. 328-329 -- quoting Kao, pp. 173-174.



For asimilar tale, with similar influence, we return to medieval Europe. Tundal€'s
Vision, written in 1149 A.D. by an Irish monk, was trand ated into at |east thirteen languages
and circulated widely.
Tundale was an Irish knight
— described as “a true
sinner"*® — who was struck
dead but not buried because
his friends detected a little
warmth on his left side. He
was met by aguardian spirit
and provided a grand tour
of Hell.

In his visit to Hdll,
Tundae encountered a
complex system  with
individualized tortures for
specific  sins  (beginning
with murder). Thereisapit
that represents eterna
damnation, but a great
many souls were still
awaiting fina judgment. It
appears that much of the
torment is designed to
purge the soul of its
particular evil in
preparation for that fina
judgment.

From Hell, Tundale
was led aong a gradually
risng path where he saw
souls in meadows and
pavilions, passed over walls and eventualy through heavenly gates. Throughout the
journey, Tundale and his guide conversed about the nature of divine mercy and justice. A
fifteenth century painting titled Vison of Tundale provides a vivid and graphic
representation of the torments which await the unrighteous (Trés riches heures du Duc de
Berry, Burgundy).

8bid, p. 253.



Ascension to the Empyrean, a
fifteenth  century  panting by
Hieronymus Bosch, looks as though it
might just as easily have been painted
by one of Raymond Moody's
subjects. Souls are shown ascending
toward a tunnel of light. Close to the
earth, the souls are assisted by severa
angelic guides. As they approach the
tunnel, the number of guides
decreases. Although a solitary guide
appears with a soul at the entrance to
the tunnel, a figure at the far end
appears unaccompanied.

Ascenson is one of four
panels that may have originaly
composed a single triptych.”®
Consistent with the experiences of
Drythelm and Tundale, the other three
panels are The Fall of the Damned,
Hell, and The Earthly Paradise. In
the latter, souls relax and converse
with angelic guides in a beautiful
garden. The viewer's gaze is drawn
in an upward direction, perhaps to
suggest that the heavenly ascension is
but a continuation of the earthly
paradise.

Another fifteenth  century
painting, Paradise by Dieric [Dirck]
Bouts (overleaf), captures clearly the
continuum suggested by Bosch's
panels. The foreground is dominated
by souls escorted by an angelic spirit
across a rich field of flowers. They
are being led toward a small building
adorned with ornate spires, and
beyond that to a grassy knoll where
other souls are continuing ther

SCinotti, p. 98. Also see Tolnay, p. 111.




(o

heavenly climb. Above the knoll isatunnel in the clouds. Assisted by their angelic guides,
souls enter the tunnel and merge into the white light which radiates from beyond.
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In Japan, some of the most beautiful and captivating paintings are based on the
visons and images of Genshin (born 942 A.D. in the Yamato Province). Genshin's

monumenta essay, Ojo yoshu (Essentials of Rebirth — completed in 954 A.D.) “contains
vivid descriptions of the corruptions of human life, the incredible horrors of the hells, and
the eterna light and bliss of the Western Paradise”®® The first section, “Leaving the
Unclean World” is like a guided tour of the six realms of rebirth: hells, hungry ghosts,
beasts, angry demons, human beings, and heavenly beings.

230ji Okazaki, Pure Land Buddhist Painting, p. 100.
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The realm of hells is comprised of eight great hells, each with its own sixteen
minor hells, which become progressively more frightening and disgusting as one
sinks lower and lower. In one hell, sinners are forced to eat dung while worms
crawl over them gnawing at their bodies, in another, prisoners are cut up,
disemboweled, dashed into slices and hung up to view — only to be instantly
reassembled so that they may be cut apart again. In other hells, sinners are
continualy boiled alive, or their eyes are gouged out, or they are skinned alive,
their bodies roasted, and molten iron poured over them. In the Avici Hell (J. abi),
the lowest limit of the realm of passions, sinners must devour their own flesh, and
they flounder in avile mass of dead bodies, dung, and insects.**

Many of the so-called “hungry ghosts’ were “cruel, covetous, jealous human
beings.”?* Their insatiable cravings in life have led to an even worse hunger in death.
Others were people who were not properly cared for by their descendants at household
atars.

The hungry ghosts eat anything they can — pus, dung, phlegm — but till they are
unsatisfied. They try to drink water but it turns to flames, they eat dead bodies in
cemeteries, they give birth to children and then eat their offspring; but still thereis
no relief from the gnawing hunger. ...

In sharp contrast to these two realms, Genshin's vision of paradise is filled with sublime
beauty, understanding, and spiritual perfection:

...fantastic and gorgeous palaces, lotus ponds, pools, mountains with cooling
streams, bridges, pavilions, groves of trees, and colorful, sweetly singing birds. All
the beings in the Western Paradise live together in harmony, mutualy glorifying
one another. No inhabitant feels the bewilderment of passion, but leads a joyful,
fulfilled existence in accordance with Amida's teachings. All beings can see and
comprehend their previous lives, and they understand the riddles of existence. The
entire redlm is an extremely sensual one, a feast of color, musical sounds,
imparting a delicious sense of well-being, yet this is sensuality uplifted to pure
spirituality. Beings love one another because they see the glory of Amidareflected
in one another, and each day they grow more spiritually perfect through the grace
and guidance of the Lord of Light.®

1 1

Our find taleis taken from the Konjaku monogatari shu (compiled in Japan in 1120
A.D.). Itisthetae of T'ing-sheng, a Chinese monk, who

Z1bid, p. 100.
Zpid, p. 100.
ZIbid, pp. 100-101.



# 0% |/

...strongly desired to go to the Lotus-Matrix heaven but failed to keep the precepts.
After death, he was sent to the Red Lotus Hell, which he mistook for the
Lotus-Matrix World. Rapt in contemplation, he exclaimed, “Homage to the
Lotus-Matrix World,” a statement which miraculously caused the hell to be

transformed into a heaven and T’ ing-sheng to be returned to life in order to recount
what he had observed.*

#McClenon (1991), p. 335.



If the foregoing experiences are representative, people in medieva times appear to
have had near-death experiences that resemble those of modern counterparts in some
respects, but differ markedly aswell.*® Most striking, the medieval focus on punishment for
amisspent life stands in stark contrast to contemporary messages of abiding peace and all-
embracing love. The source of this difference, in large part, may be nothing less than a shift
in human perspective: a shift that | like to think is akin to the vision presented by T’ing-
sheng. If we approach death expecting hell to pay, we just might find it waiting to
accommodate our expectations. If, on the other hand, we approach death with an open heart
and positive mind-set, we might well find something fairly close to abiding peace,
unconditional love, and infinite bliss. In death, asin life, attitude matters.

The phenomenology of our experience will reflect our expectations in other ways as
well. Chao T’ai, a Confucian bureaucrat, experienced death as he experienced life: “more
of the same.” As a Christian, Drythelm experienced death in terms of an uncertain path
toward one of two eternal destinies: heaven or hell. As a Buddhist, Genshin experienced
death in terms of a manifold of opportunities for reincarnation, including the possibility of
rebirth into the Pure Land of Amida Buddha. Combining Daoism, Buddhism, and
Confucianism — as has been the case for many Chinese over the ages — Ch’eng Tao-hui
experienced death as a road with dense brambles on both sides, leading to an audience with
afair magistrate willing to consider the merit he had accrued during past lives. Asour lives
differ, so too will our desths.

Differences notwithstanding, there is a natural human temptation to emphasize
common elements and/or to create a quantifiable catalog of the “most important”
phenomena elements. In fact, much modern research has traveled that path. However,
given attitudinal and cultural components as well as differences over time, the search for a
universal near-death experience is both unwise and misguided. By giving undue priority to
obvious similarities we run the risk of missing subtle differences that may be far more
important.

As we contemplate this potentialy perplexing and paradoxical blend of similarity
and difference, it may be best to remember that the most important lessons of humanity are
often the simplest ones that — while we are engaged in intense intellectua struggle — pass
quietly beneath the radar of conceptual anaysis.

% Unfortunately, it may be impossible to determine the extent to which these experiences were or were
not representative of their time and culture. Religious authorities who chronicled the experiences surely
exercised a substantial measure of selectivity. They recorded experiences that accorded with their beliefs
about the afterlife and ignored others. Moreover, it is reasonable to expect that they emphasized some as-
pects of the experience over others.
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Three Laughing Men by the Tiger Streamis adelightful Song painting in the Litang
style. It depicts scholars from three Chinese traditions. Daoist Lu Xiujing (left), Confucian
official Tao Hongjing (right) and Buddhist monk Huiyuan (center, founder of Pure Land
Buddhism). The stream they have just crossed borders a zone infested by tigers. Engrossed
as they were in their discussion, whether searching for common ground or debating the
differences between their traditions, they have crossed without fear or trepidation. Realizing
the circumstances and manner of their crossing, they laugh together.

Whatever our differences, whatever culture we have inherited or century in which we live,
the stories presented in this paper have much to teach us about ourselves. Will we cross the
tiger stream with laughter — in the company of others — or will we regret the lives we have
lived and project our fear and guilt onto that distant shore?
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Hieronymus Bosch. Ascension to the Empyrean (15" century).
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Dieric Bouts. Paradise (circa 1468).
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Tibetan Chaka (Whee of Life). © Phillipp Roelli.
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Amitabha and Eight Great Bodhisattvas (Amita Gujon) 1300s hanging scroll; ink,
colors, and gold on silk (59%2in. x 35 inches). Avery Brundage Collection, Asian
Art Museum of San Francisco. © Appleby.
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p. 15: Three Laughing Men by the Tiger Sream (Song Dynasty: 960-1279).
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