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Journey to the Edge: Faith and Near-Death Experiences 

Part 2: The Other Side 

by Rev. Eric Elnes, Ph.D. 

First Congregational Church of Eugene, 

May 18, 2025 

 

Scripture: 2 Peter 3:8-9; 1 Corinthians 15:22; John 12:32 

 

 

I. The Spaghetti Stain 

 

The scriptures we heard this morning offer more than comfort—they cast a vision. A vision of 

a God whose love is patient and all-embracing, who draws all people toward life, not death. 

 

At first glance, such promises may seem too sweeping to believe. But then we encounter 
testimonies—accounts from people who were clinically dead yet returned with stories of light, 

love, and a reality more vivid than our own. 

 

Which brings us to a story that began with something as ordinary as a splash of spaghetti sauce 

on a tie. 

 

You never know how a small, seemingly insignificant moment might change your life. For Dr. 

Bruce Greyson, a splash of tomato sauce did exactly that—fifty years ago. 

 

At the time, Dr. Greyson was serving as a psychiatric intern. One day, while eating in the 

hospital cafeteria, a bit of tomato sauce dropped onto his tie. He dabbed it off as best he could 

and then covered the stain with his lab coat before heading to check on a new patient named 

Holly, who had just been admitted following a suicide attempt by drug overdose. 

 

When Greyson arrived at her room, Holly was completely unresponsive. So he made his way 

down the hall to the ER waiting room, where Holly’s roommate, Susan, was pacing nervously. 

The room was hot and stuffy, so Greyson unbuttoned his lab coat to cool off, exposing the 

stained tie. He sat down, conducted an interview with Susan, then rebuttoned his coat and 

returned briefly to check on Holly. The attendant said there’d been no change, so Greyson 

went home. 

 

The next morning, he returned to the hospital early to check in again. 

 

“Holly’s awake now,” the floor nurse told him, “but she’s still pretty drowsy.” 

 

Greyson entered Holly’s room and gently called her name. She opened one eye and nodded. 

“Holly, I’m Dr. Greyson,” he said. “I’m with the psychiatry team.” 

 

She nodded again and, after a pause, mumbled, her voice still slurred, “I know who you are. I 

remember you from last night.” 
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Greyson was taken aback. “You looked like you were asleep in the ER,” he said. “I didn’t think 

you could see me.” 

 

Still not opening her eyes, she replied softly, “Not in my room. I saw you talking to my 

roommate, Susan. She was sitting on the couch.” 

 

Greyson, trying to make sense of her words, asked, “Did the staff tell you I spoke with Susan 

last night?” 

 

“No,” Holly said. “I saw you. You were wearing a striped tie with a red stain on it.” 

 

“What?” he asked, startled. 

 

“A striped tie. With a red stain,” she repeated, her tone serious. Then she began recounting 

the conversation he’d had with Susan—the questions he asked, Susan’s exact answers—word 
for word, with no mistakes. She described how Susan had been pacing the room before sitting 

down, and how Greyson had moved a fan closer to cool off. 

 

The hair stood up on the back of his neck. He got goosebumps. She couldn’t possibly have 

known those details. 

 

At the time, Greyson was an atheist and a committed materialist. As a scientist, he believed the 

universe had no room for God or any sort of spiritual dimension. So he tried—hard—to find 

another explanation for Holly’s account. But eventually, he had to admit it: what she described 

lay beyond the limits of scientific explanation. 

 

That one encounter launched a career. For the next fifty years, Dr. Greyson devoted himself to 

the study of what would come to be known as Near-Death Experiences. He served on the 

medical school faculties at the Universities of Michigan, Connecticut, and Virginia, and received 

numerous national awards for his research. 

 

In 2021, he published a landmark book summarizing his research titled After: A Doctor Explores 

What Near-Death Experiences Reveal about Life and Beyond, from which this story is recounted.1 

And he’s not alone. In the last decade, several other science-based books have appeared, 

drawing on tens of thousands of NDE accounts from people of every race, culture, and religion, 

including a surprising number of atheists. 

 

As I mentioned last week, science can’t prove the reality of these experiences, even though it 

often confirms that the people reporting them were, in fact, clinically dead. Science can’t prove 

the existence of God either. What it can tell us is this: the overwhelming majority of people 

who return from a near-death experience become strong believers in both God and an afterlife, 

regardless of what they believed before. 

 

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

and Beyond. St. Martin’s Essentials, 2021, 4-6. 
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While Near-death experiences are as diverse as the people who report them, researchers have 

identified about a dozen elements that appear again and again—across cultures, belief systems, 

ages, and backgrounds. 

 

Rather than offering you a list of features, I want you to feel what an NDE might be like—

organically and intuitively—by telling you the story of Jenny, a retired social worker who suffers 

a heart attack and is revived five minutes later. While the account is fictional, every detail is 

drawn from thousands of near-death accounts. 

 

Here’s the story of what happened while her heart had stopped, as if told in her own words. 

 

II. Jenny’s Story 

 

Everything around me grew quiet, but not empty. I became aware of a light—not just around me, but 

within me. It was alive. It saw me. And somehow, it loved me completely. I felt wrapped in a presence 
so vast and familiar it was like remembering something I’d always known but never dared believe. 

 

And then, my life began to unfold before me. 

 

I saw moments I’d long forgotten—small, ordinary things. A time I smiled at a stranger in a grocery 

store who had clearly been crying. A moment when I comforted a classmate in high school who was 

being bullied. I had no idea those moments mattered. But I felt their impact ripple outward—how the 

stranger’s day softened, how the classmate found the courage to come back to school the next day. 

 

But I also saw the hard parts. The sharp words I’d spoken. The people I had hurt, intentionally or not. I 

felt their pain. Not to be punished—but to know. To grow. Through it all, I never felt judged. Just… 

seen. And somehow, still deeply loved. 

 

Then the scene changed. I found myself in a place that felt like earth, but more vivid. More true. The 

sky shimmered. Trees whispered. Water laughed. Even the light danced. Everything felt conscious. Alive. 

And joyful. 

 

I wasn’t alone. Others were there—people I’d known and loved, and some I hadn’t recognized but 

seemed to know me. We didn’t need to speak with words. We just understood one another. My 

thoughts and feelings were open, transparent—and still, I felt no shame. Only belonging. 

 

In the distance, I saw a bridge. It glowed like morning mist touched by sunlight. Beyond it, a city of light. 

Music floated through the air—not made by instruments, but woven into everything. The colors, the 

light, the beings around me… all sang. And my soul responded like it had been waiting for this song all 

my life. 

 

Everything in me longed to cross that bridge. 

 

But I felt the Presence again. It didn’t block me—it held me. And without words, I understood: Not yet. 

You’re not done. 
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And then I was back. Back in my body. Back in the hospital. Back in the world I thought I wanted to 

leave. 

 

But I was changed. 

 

Because now I knew: we are seen. We are loved. And even in a world as painful and unjust and 

wearying as this one, our lives still matter—immensely. Not because we do something grand or heroic, 

but because we’re part of something larger than we can imagine. Every act of kindness. Every step 

toward justice. Every moment of compassion—it counts. It echoes. 

 

So I decided to stay. I stay to smile at strangers. I stay to raise my voice when something’s wrong. I stay 

to listen when someone feels forgotten. I stay to be part of the healing, even in the quietest ways. 

Because love doesn’t just wait for us on the other side. It calls to us here and now, asking us to live like 

it’s already begun. 

 
And I believe—it has. 

 

III. If NDEs Are True, How Should We Live Now? 

 

What strikes me most about near-death experiences—especially when we look at them across 

cultures, religions, and belief systems—is this: Life continues. For all of us. Death is not an end 

but a doorway. Where the doorway leads is a mystery. Yet, it is a mystery governed by God’s 

love and grace. At least part of its purpose is apparently to become increasingly better, truer 

versions of ourselves, living in a deeper, more intimate community with others.  

 

Scripture tells us that in Christ, all will be made alive—and the world will be made new. Near-

death experiences may offer us a glimpse of what that world could be like. 

 

Imagine a world exactly like this one, only where nobody stole from one another. This single 

change would revolutionize life as we know it. 

 

Now, imagine that no one steals or kills, not because they’re told not to, but because their 

connection with the Divine is so direct, so infused with grace, love, mercy, and joy that they 

love each other as themselves. And imagine that each person’s consciousness is raised just a 

little higher, so that you experience other people’s joys as if they are your own, and other 

people’s pain as if it were yours, too—such that we all care deeply for one another, readily 

helping each other whenever there is a need. 

 

What would life on earth be like if our experience was like this? Would you be content to 

spend just 60-100 years here, or would you rather it last for thousands—or even millions? 

 

If NDEs are true, then all these things are true and much more.  

 

Finally, imagine one more thing: Imagine what would happen if you became one hundred 

percent convinced that stories like Jenny’s are real – and that one day you’ll enter a Realm 
where you continue to grow into a truer version of yourself and live in deeper community with 

others for eternity? 
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If these things are part of your future, how would this change you in the present?  Would you 

be content to wait out the rest of your life, pining for the grand things to come?  

 

If you are like the vast majority of those who have experienced NDEs, you would spend the 

rest of your life seeking to embody heaven’s values in the here-and-now. Because once you 

taste heaven, you lose your taste for anything that does not contain at least a suggestion of 

heaven.  This is why so many who have had an NDE become more deeply engaged than ever in 

the work of healing and transformation—making the world a better place. 

 

The scriptures we heard this morning, if taken seriously, lead us to the same conclusion.  

 

If all will be made alive in Christ, why wait until death to begin living fully? 

 

If God desires all people to be saved, maybe the better question isn’t “Am I saved?” but “Am I 
being used—for something bigger than myself?” 

 

And if Jesus draws all people to himself, why keep the walls up between us, when heaven is 

calling us to tear them down? 

 

If heaven is where we’re headed, then why not begin rehearsing it—right here, right now? 

 


