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Journey to the Edge: Faith and Near-Death Experiences 

Part 1: What Is a Near-Death Experience (NDE)? 

by Rev. Eric Elnes, Ph.D. 

First Congregational Church of Eugene 

May 11, 2025 

 

Scripture: Isaiah 26:19; John 11:25-26 

 

I. A Mother’s Glimpse of the Beyond 

 

Phyllis was in her early forties when she went to the hospital for a routine medical procedure. 

While still under sedation, she went into cardiac arrest. She remembers suddenly waking up, 

floating above her body, and watching everything unfold. A nurse’s aide was frantically trying to 

find her pulse. After several attempts, the aide ran from the room to get help. 

 
Phyllis's attention turned from the room to the overwhelming beauty, peace, and love she felt 

surrounding her—a presence that she says has never fully left her. When asked to describe it, 

she struggles. The experience was so magnificent, so real, that words fail her. 

 

The next thing she remembers is the RN entering the room. After failing to find a pulse, the 

nurse used a precordial thump—a now-rare emergency procedure—to restart her heart. At 

that moment, Phyllis felt herself pulled back into her body, crying all the way down, "No, no, 

no!" She didn’t want to leave the sacred space she had just encountered, or return to the 

physical pain that awaited her there.  

 

For years afterward, Phyllis wrestled with guilt. She hadn’t thought about her husband or two 

young boys in that moment. She just wanted to stay. 

 

I was one of those boys. Phyllis is my mother. She’s here this morning. (Happy Mother’s Day!) 

 

You may wonder why we’re spending four Sundays exploring Near-Death Experiences—

NDEs—when the world feels like it’s unraveling. Why talk about the afterlife when democracy 

is under threat, justice is gasping for air, and so many feel despair? 

 

A friend recently messaged me after watching a few of my sermons. He quoted Bonhoeffer: 

"Not to speak is to speak. Not to act is to act. Silence in the face of evil is itself evil." Then he 

asked, "What happened to the pastor who stood so boldly during the Black Lives Matter 

movement?" 

 

I wrote back—partly joking—that if he didn’t like my last sermon series, he’s really not going to 

like this one. But beneath the humor was something serious. 

 

I, and other progressive Christian leaders, increasingly believe that there is no political solution 

to the problems we face. As the writer David James Duncan said at the retreat I attended last 

weekend, we’re not living in political times—we’re living in mythological times. That is, the crises we 
face run far deeper than elections can fix. We need a shift not simply in policies but in 

consciousness. 
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We live in a world that, to our ancestors, would have seemed nothing short of magical. With a 

flick of the wrist, we can speak across oceans. What once required a day’s journey on foot can 

now be crossed in minutes. And yet—we are among the loneliest people in history.  

 

We live in one of the wealthiest nations the world has ever known. Even those in the lower 

middle class live with comforts that kings and queens of old could scarcely imagine. Yet our 

spirits hunger. We try to feed that hunger with more—more things, more speed, more 

screens—until the very earth groans beneath the weight of our wanting. We cling so tightly to 

what we have—and our sense of entitlement to it—that we seem willing to sacrifice almost 

anything—or anyone—to keep it. 

 

We treat the Golden Rule—"love your neighbor as yourself"—as a relic of a more naïve time. 

 

What we need now is more than new policies. We need a new consciousness. A deeper 

awareness. And that’s exactly why Near-Death Experiences matter. They aren’t about 
escapism. They’re about clarity. They wake us up to what matters most while we live. 

 

So what do these mysterious, transformative experiences reveal? While each story is unique, 

researchers have found remarkable patterns emerging from tens of thousands of accounts from 

people of all ages, cultures, religions, and backgrounds—including many with no religious beliefs. 

When these reports are studied and analyzed, common themes emerge. 

 

What’s taking shape is a kind of "geography of heaven." It isn’t precise. It’s more like Paul’s 

description in 1 Corinthians 13: "We see through a glass darkly." Yet something beautiful and 

believable emerges—not just about the afterlife, but about this life. 

 

Ancient voices have long affirmed this hope. Isaiah proclaims, “Your dead shall live; their bodies 

shall rise.” Could it be that these experiencers glimpse of that ancient promise? 

 

I believe they do. Yet, many experiencers also bring back some surprises, most especially to 

themselves! For instance, Jesus may welcome an atheist or a Jew. A Christian might be greeted 

by a loved one from another faith. People who have committed suicide or been imprisoned may 

report experiences as glorious as those who lived outwardly virtuous lives. 

 

Skeptics often wonder if these experiences are just projections—wishful thinking. But that’s 

where science steps in. Science can’t prove God’s existence or the veracity of NDEs, 

researchers now isolate cases where people were verifiably clinically dead, and their accounts 

defy simple explanation. While NDEs remain deeply personal and varied, the patterns that 

emerge cross cultural and religious lines in remarkable ways. 

 

This morning, we’re focusing on two of the most frequently reported elements. 

 

First, about half of NDEs involve some "out-of-body" experience like my mother had. People 

report floating above their surroundings while unconscious or clinically dead and then 

accurately describe what was said or done in the room. 
 

Many describe being surrounded by a loving presence so complete that all fear fades—even 

concern for loved ones left behind.  They embrace whatever lies ahead. 
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When my mother told me she felt guilty for not thinking of our family in that moment, I felt just 

the opposite. I have no doubt she loved us more than life itself. If she would readily trade life 

with us for the experience she was having, then whatever she glimpsed must have been more 

wonderful than anything this life could offer. 

 

Curiously, people who have experienced something greater don’t withdraw from life when they 

return. The opposite happens. They believe they returned for a reason—and that reason has 

something to do with love. They seek to help make this world more like the one they 

experienced. 

 

Before we move on, take a moment to ask yourself: If you became convinced—either through 

direct experience or compelling testimony—that God is real, heaven is real, and you are loved 

beyond measure, would it change anything about how you live? If so, are you more open or less 

open to being convinced? 
 

II. A Glimpse Beyond: The Case of Jack Bybee 

 

A second common element of Near-Death Experiences is that about two-thirds of 

experiencers report entering a new realm and being greeted by someone who has died—a 

relative, friend, or loved one. 

 

It may be tempting to dismiss these accounts as dreams. But research gives us pause. People 

who journey beyond the physical realm in NDEs don’t encounter the living. In dreams, we often 

see people who are still alive. Yet here, it’s the dead who appear. Some even report meeting 

someone they thought was alive—only to discover afterward that the person had just died. 

 

Take the case of Jack Bybee. 

 

At 26, Jack was hospitalized in South Africa with pneumonia. He developed a friendship with a 

nurse named Anita. One day, she fluffed his pillows and told him her parents were coming to 

celebrate her 21st birthday. 

 

Soon after, Jack’s condition worsened. He fell into a coma. In his NDE, he encountered Anita. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Jack,” she said with a wink, “I’ve come to fluff your 

pillows and make sure you’re okay.” Then she became serious, “But you must go back. And 

please—tell my parents I’m sorry I wrecked the red MGB. Tell them I love them.” 

 

When Jack woke up and told his nurse what happened, she burst into tears and fled the room. 

Anita had died the day before in a tragic accident—a crash involving a red MGB her parents had 

just given her. 

 

What’s most striking about experiences like Jack’s or my mother’s isn’t just what they reveal 

about the afterlife, but what they teach us about this life. 

 
If we can be reasonably assured that consciousness continues after death—and that we 

experience divine love more deeply and directly than ever before—might that lift the burden 

we carry when we lose someone we love?  
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Jesus once said, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though they die, 

yet shall they live.” Maybe these stories aren’t proof, but they are parables—signs that what 

Jesus said may be truer than we’ve dared to believe. Might this give us the courage to live more 

boldly, to take risks for the sake of love and justice, not to earn our way into heaven, but 

because we realize that the risks we perceive ourselves as taking aren’t as great as we thought? 

There are those who can take away our bodies, but they can’t touch our souls. Death, as Anne 

Lamott puts it, is little more than "a major change of address." 

 

If NDEs are truly suggestive of the life that awaits us, then love endures beyond death, and our 

relationships here on earth matter even more than we may think. The bonds we form here are 

not undone by death. In fact, they may be the very fabric of eternity. 

 

No one is isolated. Our lives are bound up with each other, now and forever. 

 
Maybe this is why Jesus said that loving God and loving our neighbor as ourselves are the two 

greatest commandments. Maybe he stressed forgiveness—even love for our enemies—not just 

for our peace here and now, but because they may be part of our eternal future, too. 

 

In a world starving for truth, hungry for hope, and aching for love, Near-Death Experiences 

whisper what our hearts already know: that we were made for more. And that more begins 

now. 

 

 

ADDENDUM: RECOMMENDED READING 

(Not at all comprehensive, just six of the most informative books I’ve read thus far.) 

 

Comprehensive studies of many NDEs that highlight regularly-occurring features: 

 

Bruce Greyson, M.D., After: A Doctor Explores What Near-Death Experiences Reveal about Life and 

Beyond. St. Martin’s Essentials, 2021 

 

DJ Kadagian et al. Crossover Experience: Life After Death – 100 Exceptional Near Death Experiences. 

Project Shift, 2022 

 

John J. Graden, Near-Death Experiences of Doctors & Scientists. Seconds Out, 2015. 

 

Individual Accounts of NDEs that I find most convincing and compelling: 

 

Eben Alexander, M.D. Proof of Heaven: A Neurosurgeon’s Journey into the Afterlife. Simon & 

Schuster, 2012. 

 

Vincent Todd Tolman. The Light After Death: My Journey to Heaven and Back.  

Ascend Publishing, 2022 (I’ve spoken to the author on Zoom!) 

 
Rajiv Parti, MD. Dying to Wake Up: A Doctor’s Voyage into the Afterlife, and the Wisdom He Brought 

Back. Atria Paperback, 2016. 


