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Throughout history, written reports have appeared regularly describing exceptional 

human experiences (EHEs). As understanding of the nature of these experiences has changed 

over time, so have the names applied to them. In the early 20th century, American psychologist 

and philosopher William James (1985) wrote in depth about religious experiences. During the 

human potential movement of the 1960s, psychologist Abraham Maslow (1964) wrote 

extensively about peak experiences and how such experiences might lead to a more 

self-actualized life. Later, Stanislav Grof (1972) identified a range of experiences he called 

transpersonal experiences and defined them as “involving an expansion or extension of 

consciousness beyond the usual ego boundaries and the limitations of time and space” (pp. 

48-49). Sociologist James McClenon (1994) described such experiences as wondrous events due 

to their apparent magical and blissful qualities. Michael Murphy, co-founder of the Esalen 

Institute, referred to such experiences within the context of human transformative capacities in 

his book The Future of the Body: Explorations Into the Further Evolution of Human Nature 

(1993). Parapsychologist and transpersonal researcher William Braud (2003, 2012) wrote 

extensively on EHEs and their meanings and personal transformative qualities, describing such 

experiences with terms such as nonordinary and transcendent.  

In the early 1990s, theorist and parapsychology researcher Rhea White (1993) began 

documenting the full range of unusual human experiences, from peak or mystical states (highest 

point) to nadir or despair (lowest point) experiences. She coined the term exceptional human 
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experiences to refer to these phenomena. Many book chapters have been written on the varieties 

and names of these experiences (Braud, 2003, 2012; Palmer, 1999; Palmer & Braud, 2002; 

White, 1993, 1997; White & Brown, 1997, 2000;), but they are referred to as EHEs here for 

simplicity. In this chapter, we will address unitive, channeling, out-of-body, near-death, past life 

recall, afterlife encounter, nature-related, and magickal experiences.  

Although often viewed as rare or unusual, EHEs are reported widely in the general 

population and may be more common than generally appreciated. Numerous surveys in the USA 

and internationally have consistently indicated belief in a variety of EHEs (Farha & Steward, 

2006; Haraldsson & Houtkooper, 1991; Interactive, 2008; Moore, 2005; Newport & Strausberg, 

2001; Palmer, 1979; Pew Research Center, 2009; Rice, 2003; Wahbeh et al., 2018).  

EHEs can be life-changing for experiencers, often bringing meaning to people’s lives and 

a transformed sense of self, identity, or worldview (White & Brown, 1997). Studies have shown 

that following an EHE, there is often an increase in a sense of purpose or meaning in life 

(Gabbard et al., 1984; Kennedy et al., 1994), interest or belief in spiritual matters, well-being, 

psychospiritual growth, a sense of connectedness, gratitude, and love (Kennedy & Kanthamani, 

1995; Palmer & Braud, 2002, 2010). Studies have also shown decreases in fear of death, 

depression, anxiety, isolation, loneliness, and worry or fears about the future (Kennedy & 

Kanthamani, 1995).   

While the impacts and aftereffects can be largely positive, there is usually a process of 

disclosing, interpreting, understanding, and integrating the experience for the individual (Wilde 

& Murray, 2010). Numerous models and theories have been proposed not only to understand the 

psychological effects of these experiences, but also to inform the development of practices that 
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facilitate integration (Sagher et al., 2019). 

Psychology-Relevant Theories/Models 

Several psychological theories and models have been proposed to provide possible 

understanding of the impacts, outcomes, or aftereffects of EHEs (Braud; 2012). Three of these 

theories are reviewed here.   

The Exceptional Human Experience process, developed by White (1997a, 1997b) and 

Brown (1997), allows individuals to transform an anomalous experience into an EHE by 

embracing, exploring, and finding meaning in the experience rather than ignoring or dismissing 

it. Through this process, one's sense of self and worldview can be redefined (White 1997a). 

Narratives are pivotal in determining whether an EHE becomes part of one's life story or is 

discarded (White, 1997a). Utilizing writing, especially the EHE autobiography method, enables 

individuals to articulate deeply impactful subjective experiences, fostering a new perspective and 

facilitating positive life changes.   

The second theory is Fredrickson’s (2001, 2009) "broaden-and-build” theory of positive 

emotion, which is a cornerstone in positive psychology and embraces positivity for its potential 

to not only broaden the mind, but also build endurance. In the context of EHEs, recognizing and 

working with one’s EHEs has the potential to allow experiencers to open up to or broaden their 

experiences and to build on their coping skills to better deal with life stresses (Braud, 2007). This 

approach confers various benefits, including increased creativity, happiness, recovery rates, 

immune functions, and resilience, leading to long-term human flourishing—optimal functioning 

marked by goodness, generativity, growth, and resilience (Fredrickson, 2009; Fredrickson & 

Losada, 2005).  

3 



The third psychological model described here for EHEs is the Need-related Theory. 

Parapsychologist Rex Stanford (1974) proposed the concept of psi-mediated instrumental 

response, suggesting that spontaneous psi events are need-related. Ring (1991) extended this 

idea, noting that EHEs, particularly near-death experiences (NDEs), can act as compensatory 

gifts for individuals facing deep pain or torment in their lives. Braud (1994) supported this view, 

contending that psi tends to occur in need-related circumstances and serves a purpose. 

Acknowledging and embracing EHEs in a society marked by alienation and materialism can 

address unmet needs, fostering connections and bringing meaningful insights into individuals' 

lives (Palmer & Braud, 2002). 

For all these psychological theories, disclosure of an EHE is an important aspect in 

understanding and integrating the experience. Disclosing life experiences, especially the more 

unusual events of one’s life, is the foundation for psychotherapy and counseling practices and 

provides practical evidence for the psychological and physical benefits of such disclosure. Verbal 

or written disclosure of important life experiences and events, especially those previously not 

shared with others, is associated with improvements in health and well-being as measured by 

various assessments (Pennebaker, 2004, 2012). The act of putting an experience into words 

creates a structure or organization for it, leading to the assimilation of the experience. Some 

EHEs may initially be experienced as upsetting or distressing events that require one to disclose 

gradually and safely in order to fully “own” it and assimilate it into a new identity and 

worldview. Disclosure has been positively and significantly associated with meaning and 

purpose in life, positive attitudes and well-being, and reduced stress symptoms (Palmer & Braud, 

2002).  

Several other approaches are available to guide individuals in working with their EHEs to 
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uncover positive and useful meanings, find helpful interpretations, and realize their full worth, 

such as a counseling approach for working through fears or anxieties (Hastings, 1983), a process 

of spiritual guidance and psychoeducational group work (Palmer, 1999), and an art-based 

process (Rominger, 2010). Through these practical and useful approaches, experiencers can work 

with and through any fear and resistance arising from EHEs and thus unleash the potential for 

self-transformation. 

In this chapter, we describe personal accounts of EHEs within the context of 

transpersonal psychology. The types of EHEs explored include unitive, channeling, out-of-body, 

near-death, past life recall, afterlife encounter, nature-related, and magick experiences. The 

personal accounts presented here come from people from all walks of life, demonstrating the 

variety of people who have reported having an extraordinary experience of this type. The 

following examples, supplemented with brief descriptions, offer a sense of the nature of these 

remarkable experiences.  

Unitive Experiences  

Unitive, or mystical experiences, have been reported throughout history and can be found 

at the core of most of the great religions (Smith, 2009; Underhill, 2020). They are described as 

profound states of consciousness characterized by a palpable, hyper-real sense of oneness with 

the universe. William James (1985) described mystical experiences with terms like ineffable and 

noetic, the latter of which he defined as “states of insight into depths of truth unplumbed by the 

discursive intellect. They are illuminations, revelations, full of significance and importance, all 

inarticulate though they remain; and as a rule they carry with them a curious sense of authority” 

(James, 1917 p. 377).  
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Mystical experiences are often said to be transformative, leading to significant changes in 

personal values, attitudes, and behaviors. One way to verify these anecdotal reports is through 

studies of the qualitative effect of psychedelic drugs, which, under the right conditions, can 

reliably lead to mystical experiences (Griffiths et al., 2006). One study (Nayak et al., 2023), 

which surveyed 2,374 people, measured changes in beliefs after a single psilocybin session. That 

one session resulted in significant increases in belief in paranormal/spiritual phenomena, 

reincarnation, communication with the dead, survival of consciousness after death, and telepathy. 

Interpretation of mystical experience varies widely, ranging from illusions of perception 

caused by neurological quirks in the brain to genuine encounters with “naked reality” and the 

divine. This broad range of interpretations predictably reflects underlying scientific, 

philosophical, or theological perspectives (Hood, 1975) and also starkly reveals the complexity 

of this topic. However, gaining an improved multidisciplinary understanding of these unitive 

experiences is more important than mere academic interest. It has important implications for 

understanding human consciousness; it provides an intriguing bridge between scientific and 

spiritual ways of apprehending reality and offers enormous potential for therapeutic applications 

(Grob et al., 2011). 

One of the unique situations that evoked a mystical experience was reported by Apollo 14 

astronaut Edgar Mitchell. Long before he became the sixth person to walk on the moon in 1971, 

Mitchell had a keen interest in research on psychic phenomena. He secretly conducted telepathy 

experiments from the lunar spaceship to four people on Earth (Mitchell, 1971). That study did 

not turn out exactly as he had planned because of higher priority issues that arose in the space 

capsule. Nevertheless, he was able to complete some of his planned tests on the trip home from 

the moon, and the resulting data did show evidence for a psychic effect (Mitchell, 1971). Aside 
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from these intriguing findings, the most unexpected and transformative experience he gained 

during the lunar voyage was an extraordinary state of awareness:   

The first thing that came to mind as I looked at Earth was its incredible beauty. Even the 
spectacular photographs do not do it justice. It was a majestic sight–a splendid blue and 
white jewel suspended against a velvet black sky. How peacefully, how harmoniously, 
how marvelously it seemed to fit into the evolutionary pattern by which the universe is 
maintained. In a peak experience, the presence of divinity became almost palpable and I 
knew that life in the universe was not just an accident based on random processes. This 
knowledge came to me directly–noetically (p. 29).  

He further described his experience:  

For me, seeing our planet from space was an event with some of the qualities traditionally 
ascribed to religious experience. It triggered a deep insight into the nature of 
existence–the sort of insight that radically changes the inner person. My thinking–indeed, 
my consciousness–was altered profoundly. I came to feel a moral responsibility to pass 
on the transformative experience of seeing Earth from the larger perspective. But further, 
the rational man in me had to recognize the validity of the nonrational cognitive process 
(p. 34).  

Consistent with the powerful transformative nature of these unitive experiences, after 

returning to the earth, Mitchell founded the Institute of Noetic Sciences (IONS). The Institute’s 

mission was to use the latest tools and techniques of science to dive deeply into the study of 

mystical and psychic experiences. As of 2024, IONS remains one of a few research centers in the 

world focused on these topics because it has demonstrated that scientific methods can be 

effectively used to study these ephemeral subjective experiences, but also--as is the case in 

virtually every area of science--that the more that is learned, the more it is realized how little 

people understand about this realm. As with humanity’s exploration of outer space, the collective 

journey into inner space has just begun. 

Channeling  

Channeling has been defined as: “The communication of information to or through a 
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physically embodied human being, from a source that is said to exist on some other level or 

dimension of reality than the physical as we know it, and that is not from the normal mind (or 

self) of the channel” (Klimo, 1998, p. 2). Channeling rituals are regularly performed in religious 

and non-religious settings in various forms (Crook, 1997; Hageman et al., 2009; Kua et al., 

1986). Many cultures worldwide believe channeling can provide authentic information, and 

international surveys show that channeling-related phenomena continue to be prevalent in 

contemporary cultures (Haraldsson & Houtkooper, 1991). For example, a survey of 899 U.S. 

adults found that 19.6% of respondents endorsed that they “had a non-physical source from a 

different level or dimension of reality use your body as an instrument for communication” 

(Wahbeh, et al., 2018c). Trance channeling can be understood as a form of channeling in which 

an individual willingly enters degrees of trance-like states of consciousness whereby the channel 

connects with sources of information that appear to exist outside of their ego-awareness. Trance 

channelers use their body as a “vehicle” for the purported disincarnate “being” to incorporate 

into and communicate directly via speaking, writing, or movement (Hastings, 1991; Wahbeh et 

al., 2019). Religious groups, such as the Spiritists in Brazil (Negro et al., 2002) and Spiritualists 

in the United Kingdom (Roxburgh & Roe, 2011), engage in trance channeling as part of their 

traditions and provide training programs on how to channel.  

Jane Roberts represents a classic case of trance channeling. Jane was interested in psychic 

and extrasensory perception and began experimenting with an Ouija Board. To her surprise, the 

board began spelling out messages within five sessions (Roberts, 1970). Four sessions later, she 

began saying the words aloud, speaking the words as they came into her mind. Eventually, she 

voluntarily went into a trance state and spoke messages that were believed to come from a 

non-physical being who had other incarnations and realities named “Seth.” Seth described 

8 



himself as an “energy essence personality” and never claimed to be a separate being. Jane’s body 

was the supposed vehicle that Seth could use to speak. Rob, Jane’s husband, kept detailed 

records of these discourses, resulting in numerous books dictated by Seth about the nature of 

reality and human’s place in it (Hastings, 1991; Roberts, 1970, 1974).  

Through Seth’s messages and her own ideas, Jane developed a model called Aspect 

Psychology (Roberts, 1975). The central premise was that individuals are an aspect of a larger 

consciousness, a larger entity outside of time and space (what some would call the soul). Usually, 

humans are unaware of this wider entity and are in the conventional reality for mental training, 

knowledge, feedback, and learning. The larger self lives several physical lives in other times or 

realities simultaneously. Jane, an experienced and serious writer herself, wrote several books 

(Roberts, 1970, 1981, 2012) besides the channeled Seth books, suggesting how an individual 

might incorporate the levels of consciousness discussed by Seth (e.g., Roberts, 1981). Jane 

(Roberts, 2001) also wrote a volume expressing how the philosopher and psychologist William 

James might view the world from his vantage point on the other side. Another concept that 

marks the Seth teachings is a detailed discussion of how beliefs and assumptions shape 

individual’s lived realities. The channeling of Jane Roberts gives evidence that one can use 

exceptional experiences as doorways to a wider understanding and consciousness.  

Other trance channeling examples relevant to transpersonal psychology include:  

A Course in Miracles (channeled by Helen Schucman; Thetford & Schucman, 2012) 

offers a unique spiritual and psychological perspective, blending elements of Christianity, 

nondualism, and psychotherapy. It explores forgiveness, perception, and the healing of 

relationships, providing a framework that blends spirituality and psychology, affecting 
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how individuals approach personal growth and healing. 

The Law of One (channeled by Carla Rueckert; Rueckert et al., 2018) delves into 

metaphysics, spirituality, and the nature of reality, offering insights into the concept of 

unity consciousness and the interplay between the self and the collective. The Law of 

One has influenced transpersonal psychology, stimulating discussions on the collective 

unconscious, transpersonal experiences, and the integration of spirituality into the 

therapeutic process. 

The Michael Teachings (channeled by Chelsea Quinn Yarbro; Yarbro, 2005) introduces 

the concept of soul types and their influence on personality development. It explores the 

idea of reincarnation, life purposes, and the dynamics of relationships. The Michael 

Teachings has sparked interest in psychology by providing a framework that merges 

spiritual perspectives with personality theory and self-understanding. 

These are but a few of numerous examples of trance channelers worldwide and their channeled 

content areas relevant to transpersonal psychology.  

Evaluating the meaningfulness of content is one perspective on trance channeling but 

research on other aspects of channeling is also expanding. For example, multiple studies 

(Pederzoli et al., 2021; Wahbeh, McDermott, et al., 2018b; Wahbeh & Radin, 2017)have 

demonstrated that trance channelers generally exhibit an absence of significant pathological 

mental health indicators. Only when channeling experiences attain a notable intensity, frequency, 

and volume, do indications of pathological manifestations and adverse ramifications arise 

(Pederzoli et al., 2021; Wahbeh, et al., 2018b; Wahbeh & Radin, 2017). Efforts have also been 

made to assess the content received from multiple channelers. In one study (Wahbeh et al., 
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2023), a group of channelers in the United States and a second group in Italy were asked a series 

of existential questions about the nature of reality, physics, and metaphysics. One theme that 

emerged regarding the nature of channeling is that the information does not appear to come from 

a single source. Multiple sources were reported across both groups. Some suggest that whatever 

the source of information, the “Library of the Mind” of the channeler, consisting of their 

memory, education, vocabulary, and cognitive capacity, is intrinsic to successfully receiving 

information (Wahbeh, et al., 2018a; Wahbeh et al., 2023). Thus, there are many mysteries around 

channeling which will require further research. However, the transformative effects of 

channeling are well exemplified in the examples above and many others not explored here.  

Out-of-Body Experiences 

The subjective experience of out-of-body experiences (OBEs) is characterized by 

individuals feeling as if they are outside their physical body, often observing it from an external 

viewpoint, with sensations of floating, traveling to distant locations, and observing the physical 

body from a distance (Bourdin et al., 2017). Spontaneous OBEs are often associated with 

near-death experiences, sleep paralysis, extreme physical or psychological stress, and certain 

neurological conditions like epilepsy (Alvarado, 2000; Blackmore, 1984; Greyson, 2006). These 

experiences are transformative, deeply affecting individuals' perceptions of reality, self, and even 

their attitudes toward life and death (Lenggenhager et al., 2007; Bourdin et al., 2017), and are 

generally perceived as associated with a greater subjective sense of clarity (compared to ordinary 

consciousness; De Foe et al., 2020). Historically, OBEs have been recorded across different 

cultures and eras, indicating a universal human experience with deep historical roots (Blackmore, 

1984). These experiences have been interpreted through various religious, spiritual, and cultural 
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lenses, reflecting a longstanding human fascination with the nature of consciousness and the self. 

Here is a classic veridical example from Ring & Lawrence (1993, p.225-226):  

Perhaps the most famous case of this kind is that of Maria, originally reported by her 
critical care social worker, Kimberly Clark (1984). Maria was a migrant worker who, 
while visiting friends in Seattle, had a severe heart attack. She was rushed to Harborview 
Hospital and placed in the coronary care unit. A few days later she had a cardiac arrest 
and an unusual out-of-body experience. At one point in this experience, she found herself 
outside the hospital and spotted a single tennis shoe sitting on the ledge of the north side 
of the third floor of the building. Maria not only was able to indicate the whereabouts of 
this oddly situated object, but was able to provide precise details concerning its 
appearance, such as that its little toe was worn and one of its laces was stuck underneath 
its heel. Upon hearing Maria's story, Clark, with some considerable degree of skepticism 
and metaphysical misgiving, went to the location described to see whether any such shoe 
could be found. Indeed it was, just where and precisely as Maria had described it, except 
that from the window through which Clark was able to see it, the details of its appearance 
that Maria had specified could not be discerned. Clark concluded: The only way she 
could have had such a perspective was if she had been floating right outside and at very 
close range to the tennis shoe. I retrieved the shoe and brought it back to Maria; it was 
very concrete evidence for me. (Clark, 1984, p. 243) 

This is a rare example, where the experience during the OBE could be verified. In general, 

because OBEs are subjective phenomena (i.e., based on personal experiences and perceptions 

rather than objective evidence) and not verified, there is no definitive evidence that a person has 

actually been separated from their physical body. It is important to note that even when 

individuals accurately describe events that occurred around them while they were unconscious, 

such information may be attributed to their ability to hear or perceive their surroundings rather 

than as evidence of their consciousness transcending their body’s physical barriers.  

Recently, researchers have developed innovative techniques to artificially induce 

OBE-like experiences in laboratory settings, including, for example, somatosensory modulation, 

virtual reality (VR), hypnosis, or neuromodulation. These studies have not only replicated 

aspects of spontaneous OBEs but also offered controlled environments to explore the underlying 
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mechanisms, providing valuable insights (Blanke et al., 2002; Blanke & Arzy, 2005; Blanke & 

Thut, 2007; Bourdin et al., 2017; De Foe et al., 2020; De Ridder et al., 2007; Ehrsson, 2007; 

Facco et al., 2019; Herrero et al., 2023; Lenggenhager et al., 2007; Monti et al., 2020, 2022). For 

example, some of these studies (Lenggenhager, 2007; Ehrsson, 2007) used VR and 

somatosensory stimulation to create illusions of body transfer and separation of the self from the 

virtual body while recording brain activity, revealing potential neural correlates of OBEs.  

These studies, together, implicate the involvement of particular brain regions in these 

experiences, specifically the right temporoparietal junction and, more specifically, the 

angular–supramarginal gyrus junction and the superior temporal gyrus–sulcus. It is theorized that 

the underlying mechanism of OBEs may be related to a failure of these regions to integrate 

multisensory information from one's own body, leading to the disruption of several 

phenomenological and cognitive aspects of normal self-processing, causing illusory 

reduplication, illusory self-location, illusory perspective, and illusory agency that are 

experienced as an OBE (Alvarado, 2000; Blanke, 2012; Blanke & Arzy, 2005; Irwin, 2000). 

Other psychological theories propose that OBEs might be defense mechanisms in response to 

extreme stress or trauma (Blackmore, 1984; Brugger & Mohr, 2008).  

These experiences are central to understanding self-consciousness, suggesting a fluid and 

dynamic interplay between the sense of self, sensory inputs, and the brain. While this body of 

literature considers consciousness to be produced by multisensory integration in the brain and 

OBEs to be failures of this system, some parapsychology studies and case reports question the 

notion that consciousness is solely dependent on the existence of a physical body (Montenegro, 

2015; Osis & Mc Cormick, 1980). For example, Montenegro (2015) documented 49 accounts of 

spontaneous and voluntary OBEs in various settings, including thirteen in which the experiencers 
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gathered compelling information from a large “traveled” distance (e.g., different continent), 

validated by experimenters upon their return to their bodies. Regardless of the underlying 

mechanism, by altering individuals’ perceptions of themselves and their realities, these 

experiences can be transformative and cause long-lasting improvements in compassion, empathy, 

and anxiety (Lenggenhager et al., 2007; Bourdin et al., 2017). The unresolved question of 

whether consciousness can extend beyond the physical boundaries of one’s body is brought to 

the forefront by these documented experiences. Such instances can easily prompt inquiries into 

the nature of consciousness and its intricate relationship to the physical body. This area of 

research certainly deserves further investigation using controlled experimental designs and 

innovative tools to deepen our comprehension of how consciousness can be understood and 

experienced.  

Near-Death Experiences 

Reports of NDEs often arise following life-threatening situations or instances of resuscitation 

after the cessation of bodily functions, including brain activity (Greyson, 2021; Konopka, 2015; 

Parnia et al., 2001). Notably, NDEs exhibit intriguing parallels across diverse cultures, genders, 

and age groups. In a comprehensive prospective study of NDEs (van Lommel et al., 2001), 

various elements were identified, such as a sense of being dead (reported in 50% of NDEs), an 

out-of-body experience (OBE) (24%), traversing through a tunnel (31%), encountering a light 

with which communication occurred (23%), interacting with one or more deceased individuals 

(32%), and perceiving a boundary or veil between life and death (8%). 

NDEs are frequently characterized as hyper-real, surpassing the level of reality 

experienced in everyday life (Hashemi, 2023). Additionally, these experiences appear to be 
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influenced by individual expectations and cultural factors, often proving challenging to 

articulate, akin to the difficulties encountered in describing mystical phenomena (Greyson, 

2021). 

An essential aspect of these experiences and what qualifies them as EHEs is that they 

often trigger eventual growth and development despite the experiencer having feelings of 

desolation and despair for years following the event. Attributes of psychological growth often 

include an enduring, positive transformation in personality, accompanied by an unwavering 

belief in survival after death (Blanke et al., 2016; Lindsay & Tassell-Matamua, 2020). 

Furthermore, there are accounts from blind individuals who assert experiencing sight during an 

NDE, lending support to the notion that the visual elements of an NDE may not necessitate a 

fully operational visual system (Ring & Cooper, 2008). Notably, patients have recounted NDEs 

even when their EEGs showed a “flat-line” (van Lommel et al., 2001), suggesting the possibility 

that consciousness may not be contingent upon a functioning brain, at least within the current 

understanding of a "flat-lined" brain (Brumblay, 2003). 

While NDEs may present compelling indications of survival after death, their inherent 

subjectivity and dependence on reports from the living render them inadequate for assessing 

actual survival. Nevertheless, certain NDE cases (Ring & Lawrence, 1993) seemingly offer 

objective survival evidence when individuals assert experiencing an OBE, and subsequent 

verification validates the details perceived. In such instances, individuals recount leaving their 

bodies during the NDE and witnessing events beyond the scope of their normal senses. Although 

these OBE narratives can be striking, it is essential to acknowledge that they are retrospective 

accounts, leading to a low degree of confidence when scrutinized strictly from an evidential 

perspective (per the preceding section on OBEs). 
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Experiments with a prospective design aimed to assess OBEs occurring within NDEs 

(Fox, 2017; Parnia et al., 2001; Sartori et al., 2006) have been conducted to potentially yield 

objective evidence aligned with the concept of survival. In these trials, individuals who had 

undergone surgery and reported an OBE during an NDE were tasked with describing an image 

positioned face-up, near the ceiling of the operating room (where they perceived themselves to 

be at some point during the OBE). None of these experiments have yielded positive evidence 

thus far.  

A systematic review of case reports, case series, and qualitative research studies 

involving NDEs in 465 men, women, and children from 1980–2022 (Hashemi et al., 2023) 

reported themes common to EHEs across cultures, including supernatural experiences, especially 

OBEs, passing through a tunnel, and heightened senses.  

A case study conducted by researchers at the University of Greenwich (Michael et al., 

2023) found a very high level of comparability between an individual’s NDE and psychedelic 

experiences in general. This included significant mystical experiential aspects such as ego 

dissolution, with a pronounced emphasis on transcending time and space. The individual in 

question had experienced a profound NDE during a coma induced by bacterial 

meningoencephalitis and subsequently experienced the psychedelic 5MeO-DMT. A 

semi-structured interview was conducted to explore both experiences and a basic thematic 

analysis was performed to identify common and distinct themes between the two states, with a 

particular emphasis on the participant's perceptions of the similarities and differences between 

the experiences. A prominent theme that was common to both experiences was the sense of ego 

dissolution, as depicted in the following excerpt from the individual's account of his NDE: 
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I had no real center of consciousness. I didn't know who or what I was or even if I was. I 
was simply… there, a singular awareness in the midst of a soupy, dark, muddy 
nothingness… most [other NDErs] remembered their earthly identities while away from 
their earthly forms… They were aware that their living relatives were still [on earth]… 
met friends and relatives who had died before them… Many… have reported engaging in 
life reviews… I experienced none of these events… How could I… not realize that on 
Earth I was a doctor, husband and father?... I was in a position similar to that of someone 
with partial but beneficial amnesia. That is, a person who has forgotten some key aspect 
about him or herself, but who benefits from having forgotten it… It allowed me to go 
deep… without having to worry about what I was leaving behind… I had come from 
nowhere and had no history, so I fully accepted my circumstances… And because I so 
completely forgot my mortal identity, I was granted full access to the true cosmic being I 
really am (and we all are). (Michael et al., 2023, p. 4) 

He elaborated on the experience of ego dissolution and the overlap with space-time 

transcendence, referring to its implications in his NDE for reincarnation: 

[The realm in the NDE] with earth-like features but also deep spiritual features, had also 
what I call ‘deep time'… [this] has to do with the much bigger ordering of progression of 
our souls and evolution of all consciousness, and that's what's occurring in that level, that 
Gateway valley… an ordering of things like reincarnation, where we improve ourselves 
with every incarnation, going through the life review, then planning the next set of 
challenges for the next incarnation. 

It was a very visual experience, the way I saw it deep in coma… it was a tapestry, and the 
word that comes to mind is Indra's net. But it was this beautiful tapestry of interwoven 
silver and golden fibers that represented lifelines of higher soul journeys. And I saw this 
rich interweaving in life reviews and how that was part of the metallic garnishing at the 
highest points of those peaks of the weaving of those life reviews. Another way it was 
presented to me was this absolutely glorious… flying vision, and I could see the fish 
down under water, that was our material realm, going under the illusion of 4D and Earth 
time, and then popping up out of the waters when our higher soul leaves the body, 
reunites with higher souls up in the air above the water, all in this much greater 
illumination of what's going on, and trading of information—then boom, diving back into 
the water again for the next incarnation. (Michael et al., 2023, p. 5) 

While these themes and others (e.g., unitive experience, cosmic-love and hyperdimensionality) 

were common to this individual’s NDE and psychedelic experience, distinct themes such as life 

review and encounters with the deceased emerged exclusively in the NDE and were absent in the 
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5MeO-DMT experience, implying a potential uniqueness of these themes to the NDE.  

Past Life Recall 

Reincarnation, meaning the transfer of a person’s spirit from one body to another, was 

mentioned in the earliest writings of ancient Greece and Celtic populations (Hippolytus of Rome, 

n.d.). The belief in reincarnation persists today in some form in many religions, most 

prominently as part of the central doctrine of Buddhism and Hinduism (Rinehart, 2004; Trainor, 

2004).  

The scientific study of reincarnation was pioneered by psychiatrist Ian Stevenson, who 

founded the Division of Perceptual Studies in 1967. Over forty years, Stevenson collected more 

than 2,500 cases and published twelve books on reincarnation (Stevenson, 2000, 2015). These 

cases often involved young children remembering a past life and making verifiable claims about 

those lives. In many cases, alternative mundane explanations for reincarnation could not be 

found. Most early reported cases of reincarnation are found in countries where the belief in 

reincarnation is common (e.g., India) although later cases are also found in countries from the 

Western world where such beliefs are not as commonplace. Stevenson’s primary book 

Reincarnation and Biology, a 2,268-page, two-volume work published in 1997, describes how 

such cases were collected.  

Because these studies are by their nature always retrospective, they are not possible to 

control. It is, therefore, always possible to claim alternative, even implausible, explanations. As a 

result, Stevenson’s Reincarnation and Biology is focused on reported cases with the least 

ambiguity. Selected cases include one where there was no motivation for fraud, where the child 

reported information inconsistent with obtaining such information through standard means, in 
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which the child exhibited abilities that were distinctive to the deceased individual, and the child 

exhibited congenital deformities or bodily marks consistent with the cause of the deceased 

person’s death.  

The story of a girl from Sri Lanka provides a typical case for the type of evidence 

presented in Stevenson’s book (1997). This girl overheard her mother talk about the distant city 

of “Kataragama.” She had not heard of the city before, but she announced that this was where 

she had drowned in a previous life after her brother, who had a mental disability, pushed her into 

the river. She gave multiple additional details about her previous life, such as that her father had 

been bald, naming him “Herald,” how her house looked, and where it was located with respect to 

a local temple. Based on Stevenson’s analysis of the case, 27 of 30 elements of her story 

ultimately proved correct.  

Contemporary cases of reincarnation in children from the Western world indicate that this 

phenomenon may be more widespread than previously thought. Psychiatrist Jim Tucker, who has 

continued Stevenson’s work, has continued to find cases where young children seem to possess 

memories of previous lives (Tucker, 2008). 

In addition to the reincarnation of children, some adults may also claim to remember past 

lives, either spontaneously or through specific practices (e.g., past life regression therapy, dream 

analysis, constellation practice). The story of Anne Armstrong, a woman known for being a 

psychic who resides in Kansas City, Missouri, provides an example (Armstrong,  & Armstrong., 

2010). She recounted traveling with her husband Jim through Europe, visiting Rome and Italy. 

Her sensitivity to the environment presented her with images of ancient times. When they visited 

Hadrian’s Villa, Anne said, “You will never believe what I am seeing. I am seeing this Villa as it 
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was nearly 2000 years ago. I see the lavish parties, just as they were then” (Armstrong,  & 

Armstrong., 2010, p. 63). Later, as they approached another building, Anne felt her body begin 

to move, her hips turn, and a discomfort in the lower part of her body. A sign told them that this 

was the city's red light district. By the time they reached their hotel, she was exhausted, feeling, 

she said, as though she had been making love all day. Was this her energy? Was it the pent-up 

energy of the location? They did not know.  

Afterlife Encounter Experiences 

Contact with the dead is a common experience worldwide, with prevalence estimates ranging 

from 25% to 66% (Wahbeh, et al., 2018c). Dianne Arcangel (2004, 2005) conducted a study to 

collect data on the effect of afterlife encounter experiences on recipients that involved 

participants from the USA, Canada, and 17 other countries. Arcangel was certain that visitations 

from beyond death provided comfort and hope for loved ones still grappling with their loss. Over 

the course of five years, almost 600 participants were surveyed for this study, with an 

overwhelming 98% reporting some degree of comfort from the experience. According to the 

study's findings, encounter experiences serve a primary purpose as catalysts for growth.  

For example, Arcangel (2005) described an incident with a sixteen-year-old girl named 

Katie, who was involved in a serious car accident in which her friend was killed. As the driver, 

the friend lost control of the car, careening it into a backward spin down an embankment and into 

the woods. The car was destroyed to the degree that the highway patrol could not identify the 

make or model, and the investigating officer wanted to know how the survivor was able to 

escape from it alive and unharmed. Katie reported that when the car stopped, she felt someone 

lifting her out of the car. Confused after the accident, she did not know what to do or where to go 

when suddenly she saw her beloved grandfather, who had recently died, pointing in one 
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direction. Because she recognized her grandfather’s image and trusted he was there to help her, 

she followed his gesture, came to the road, and got help from a passing motorist. After seeing the 

wreckage, the family members were shocked that Katie survived without any injury. Katie had 

previously commented to her family that she was sure her grandfather was there for any major 

events in her life.  

Extensive research on these experiences has been conducted since Arcangel’s work, and a 

new term after death communication, or ADC, was created. According to Susan Kwilecki 

(2009), a professor emeritus of Religious Studies, ADCs are "direct and spontaneous" 

experiences where the deceased reportedly manifest in various ways, such as speaking, touching, 

appearing as a full-body apparition, exuding a familiar scent, causing lights to flicker, or 

interacting with technology like phones, answering machines, or computers. Unlike mediumship 

readings, which involve a medium intentionally attempting to communicate with the deceased 

(Streit-Horn, 2011), ADCs are spontaneous events that suggest a deceased person is actively 

trying to connect with the living (Kwilecki, 2009). A systematic review (Streit-Horn, 2011) of 35 

studies encompassing over 50,000 participants from 24 countries revealed that ADCs are not 

limited to specific demographics. People of all ages, nationalities, ethnicities, education levels, 

incomes, and religious affiliations have reported ADCs.  

ADCs can manifest in various forms, including sensory perception (seeing, hearing, 

touching, or smelling the deceased), dreams, symbolic means (e.g., a meaningful song on the 

radio or an unexpected appearance of a favorite animal), and even phone calls (Streit-Horn, 

2011). However, more common forms of ADCs involve intuitive senses of presence, vivid 

dreams, or the meaningful appearance of birds or butterflies (Kwilecki, 2009). A recent study by 

Woollacott et al. (2021) characterized the sensory nature of these experiences, revealing that 46% 
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involve visual perceptions, 44% auditory perceptions, 48% tactile sensations, and 28% olfactory 

sensations. Additionally, 34% of participants reported sensing the presence of the deceased 

without any sensory input. 

ADCs can have positive impacts on individuals, providing comfort and support during 

the grieving process, promoting grief resolution (Beischel, 2014, 2019; Beischel et al., 2015; 

Kwilecki, 2009; Moreira-Almeida & Cardeña, 2011; Wahbeh et al., 2019; Wahbeh & Butzer, 

2020; Wahbeh & Radin, 2018), and enhancing spirituality (Kalelioglu et al., 2021). As a result, 

researchers have conducted more formal studies and reviews in recent years to understand these 

experiences better (Beischel, 2014, 2019; Beischel et al., 2015; Kwilecki, 2009). In addition, a 

recent study found that participants who reported perceiving contact with the dead during 

personal development workshops experienced increased interconnectedness, suggesting that 

perceiving contact with the dead may contribute to a stronger sense of connection with others 

(Wahbeh et al., 2022). The growing recognition of ADCs as valid experiences encourages 

individuals to share their experiences without fear of judgment or pathologization (Kwilecki, 

2009).  

Perhaps more rare are apparition encounters. Apparitions are fully or partially formed 

solid or transparent shapes, often humanoid in appearance, that may or may not indicate 

awareness of the environment ("On the Physiological and Psychological Phenomena," 1857). 

Reports of apparitions have been noted throughout history, and in many cases, the apparitions are 

said to appear spontaneously. Sometimes, the perception of an apparition coincides with a distant 

person’s death or is associated with locations thought to harbor spirits of the dead (Auerbach, 

2016). One of the first scholarly surveys of the evidence for “phantasms of the dead,” as 

apparitions were called in the late 19th century, was by British scholar Frederick Myers in his 
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classic 1903 book, Human Personality and its Survival of Bodily Death. In a few cases, more 

than one person reported witnessing the same or similar apparition (Myers, 1903; Mahin, 2019).  

Nature-Related Experience  

Connecting with the natural world can open one’s perception to the interconnected 
qualities of our world, precipitating a shift in consciousness (Zylstra, 2014). As Albert Hofmann 
said,  

I share the belief of many of my contemporaries that the spiritual crisis pervading 
all spheres of Western industrial society can be remedied only by a change in our 
worldview. We shall have to shift from the materialistic, dualistic belief that people and 
their environment are separate, toward a new consciousness of an all-encompassing 
reality, which embraces the experiencing ego, a reality in which people feel their oneness 
with animate nature and all of creation. (Hofmann, 2013, p. 101) 

 

A mixed-method study by Samantha Dowdall (1998) explored these types of 

transformational shifts by researching  accounts of people who reported nature-related EHEs. 

One hundred and twenty-six participants from 30 states within the USA and seven other 

countries reported one or more of these experiences for this study. The meta-analysis revealed a 

common theme among many of the participants, where their reports of nature-related EHEs 

resulted in personal healing and sparked motivation to protect the Earth. Interestingly, Dowdall 

noted that many of the extraordinary experiences reported in her study happened under rather 

ordinary circumstances. One participant found healing in her garden following the death of both 

parents and the ending of her marriage. This participant shared the following account:  

I was in my mid 50s, had recently lost both parents and a long term marriage had ended 
in a protracted and ugly divorce. There was an overgrown clump of sword fern in the 
yard that I wanted to take up and divide. It had a huge network of fine but tough roots 
that were intertwined and reluctant to yield. As I followed them and worked with them, I 
found my life—my family, my teachers, my children, all my relationships changing. I 
saw my Creator, my higher power intertwined [sic] in all the mess. Though I didn’t 
understand the pattern, I knew it all was as it should be.  

23 



Now my hands working in my garden have become my spiritual director. As I plant, 
prune, uproot, in the company of birds, butterflies, neighbors, cats, all of us living and 
breathing together, the Universe is here in my small plot of land (Dowdall, 1998, p. 
318-319).  

Dowdall’s study (1998) also pointed to decades-long questions about how to motivate more 

people to take action given the current world environmental crises. She queried if fear and guilt 

have not worked, what will? Perhaps personal association with the natural world and the 

recognition and sharing of people’s nature-related experiences may be the best triggers and 

teachers. 

Another way people can have their own personal associations with the natural world is 

through a practice called earthing, also called grounding, and forest bathing. Earthing and forest 

bathing are accessible, practical methods to engage with nature. Although nature-related EHEs 

may occur spontaneously, it is also feasible to enhance the likelihood of encountering or even 

deliberately manifesting them through specific practices. Earthing and forest bathing are two 

such practices. Both of these practices aim to dissolve the illusion of separateness and enhance a 

connection with nature.  

Earthing offers a host of positive impacts on our physiology and psychology (Chevalier 

et al., 2012). This practice involves simply making contact between the skin and the surface of 

the Earth and has been reported to improve sleep quality, reduce pain, manage stress and anxiety, 

boost immune function, and decrease inflammation in the body. For those who spend most of 

their time indoors, placing the feet on the Earth for twenty minutes can help calibrate the body by 

switching the nervous system from a sympathetic state to a parasympathetic one. Earthing offers 

tangible benefits and shifts in perception by connecting to nature. 

Forest bathing, or Shinrin-yoku, is a formalized form of nature walk. This method for 
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getting a therapeutic dose of nature originated in Japan and is gaining popularity across the 

globe. The essence of the method is to maintain attention in the present moment while 

appreciating nature (Park et al., 2010). The most basic instruction for forest bathing is to go to a 

forest and wander around aimlessly, paying attention with all senses and becoming immersed in 

the environment. 

Research has shown that just walking in nature is an effective way to relieve tension and 

clear the mind (Chevalier et al., 2012; Park et al., 2010). Recent studies (Hansen, 2017) have 

demonstrated measurable health benefits of taking in the atmosphere of a forest, or forest 

bathing, including a study  (Park et al., 2010) conducted in 24 forests across Japan that 

documented that spending time in forest environments promotes lower concentrations of the 

stress hormone cortisol plus a lower pulse rate and lower blood pressure than city environments. 

Even in a laboratory setting, the scent of volatile oils in pine, cedar, and other common forest 

species was shown to activate the parasympathetic nervous system (Park et al., 2010). This study 

showed that the inhalation of forest scents significantly decreased the heart rate, systolic blood 

pressure, diastolic pressure, and respiratory frequency in addition to subjective reports of feeling 

more relaxed. 

A recent review (Kotera et al., 2020) of research evaluating the health-related impact of 

forest bathing concluded that there is strong evidence that it can improve mental health, 

especially in reducing anxiety. There is also preliminary evidence (Li, 2010) suggesting that 

forest bathing can have positive effects on physiology. One particularly compelling example is a 

study (Li, 2010) looking at natural killer cell activity before and after time in the forest. Killer 

cells are important players in the body’s immune system, identifying and eliminating 

pre-cancerous cells, cells infected with viruses and protecting the body from pathogens. The 
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results showed that a three-day forest bathing workshop increased the number and activity of 

natural killer cells compared with three days of walking in a city.  

Magick 

Magick is the idea that focused attention and intention have the power to manipulate 

reality or to perceive beyond the constraints of ordinary time and space (Radin, 2018) . 

Occultists often adopt the Old English spelling, magick, to distinguish real magic from fictional 

or stage magic. We use the old spelling here to emphasize that this discussion is about an esoteric 

belief and a class of practices. 

Belief in magick traces its roots back to the inception of humanity, manifesting 

ubiquitously across historical epochs and cultural landscapes. While some proponents of the 

modern materialistic worldview readily dismiss magick as superstitious, it is noteworthy that 

magickal thinking persists in diverse forms across a spectrum of belief systems. Superstitious 

behavior, hiding in plain sight as sigils (symbols, like corporate logos), or as religious or lucky 

amulets worn as adornments, persist conspicuously today as much as they did millennia ago.  

To account for this behavior, some academic psychologists have proposed four possible 

explanations for why belief in magick is irrational but persistent: Believers (a) are ignorant about 

the scientific worldview, or they follow a religious tradition that requires the existence of 

genuine magick as a matter of faith (Mullick et al., 2013), (b) have one or more defects of 

cognitive or reasoning ability (Schlier et al., 2015), (c) are mentally ill and suffer from 

schizophrenic ideation (Williams & Irwin, 1991), or (d) human brains are just hard-wired to 

believe in magic (Hutson, 2013; Lipka, 2015; Mohr et al., 2015; Subbotsky, 2014). 
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While in some cases these explanations are undoubtedly correct, the question is whether 

they are the only possible explanations. Like many beliefs that withstand the test of time and 

cultural diversity, there may be a fifth explanation: People believe in magick because certain 

aspects of it align with reality, fostering experiences that in turn further reinforce that belief. 

Such experiences may include spontaneous synchronicities (meaningful coincidences), psychic 

or mystical occurances , or experiences explicitly evoked through magickal rituals designed to 

“engineer destiny” or shape reality. 

Before the development of 20th-century physics, the idea that the mind could manipulate 

or transcend the constraints of the physical world was thought by educated people to be 

physically impossible because such effects would violate what philosopher C. D. Broad (1949) 

called the well-accepted principles of physics. That included tenets like, “It is self-evidently 

impossible to have any effects before it has happened,” and  “It is impossible for an event in a 

person's mind to produce directly [sic] any change in the material world except certain changes 

in his own brain” (Broad 1949, p. 293). 

Leveraging these principles, Broad (1949) posited arguments opposing the validity of 

psychic phenomena. He concluded that if any such phenomena were substantiated, then 

fundamental revisions to established scientific frameworks would be imperative. However, the 

implausibility of such revisions was asserted based on the entrenched nature of the referenced 

scientific doctrines. Consequently, psychic, mystical, and magickal phenomena were deemed 

ipso facto impossible. 

Presently, individuals who persist in employing Broad’s assertions as a rationale for 

dismissing the validity of psychic (or magickal) phenomena demonstrate a failure to grasp the 
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essence of Broad’s discourse. The crux of his argument did not entail a categorical rejection of 

psychic phenomena; rather, it advanced the proposition that alterations to the foundational 

constraints of scientific principles were, in fact, required for such phenomena to be real. In his 

words, psychic phenomena had been substantiated “to the satisfaction of everyone who is 

familiar with the evidence and is not the victim of invincible prejudice”(Broad, 1949, p.307).   

History confirms that Broad was prescient because radical changes in science have regularly 

occurred in physics, the life sciences, and beyond, and they will undoubtedly continue to occur. 

Perhaps the  lesson is that while claims about psychic, mystical, and magickal experiences may 

seem to be beyond the pale and easily dismissed, the subject warrants a nuanced approach when 

viewed through the lenses of history, philosophy, and sociology of science. Taking this into 

account along with people’s classic tendency to overestimate how complete humanity’s 

understanding of the world is, in any given era, perhaps it is best to be humble in beliefs of what 

is or is not real. In other words, employing the framework of “established principles of science” 

to assert that EHEs of any sort are impossible, including magick, lacks intellectual acumen 

(Radin, 2022).  

Conclusion 

The exploration of EHEs throughout history has evolved with changing understandings and 

terminologies. These experiences, often considered rare, are more widespread than commonly 

believed and encompass a vast range of experiences. Belief in these phenomena is consistently 

reported in surveys globally, challenging notions of their rarity. Importantly, EHEs can be 

transformative for individuals, leading to positive changes in purpose, spiritual beliefs, 

well-being, and connectedness while reducing fear and anxiety. Psychological theories, including 
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the EHE process, Fredrickson's broaden-and-build theory, and Need-related Theory, offer 

frameworks to understand the impacts and aftereffects of EHEs. Also, various practices, 

including the process of disclosure, have emerged as crucial aspects for integrating these 

experiences and guiding individuals towards self-transformation. Overall, this comprehensive 

understanding invites further exploration and integration of EHEs into the fabric of human 

experience. 

Acknowledgement: The author’s wish to honor the significant contributions of the authors of 

the original version of this chapter, Genie Palmer and Arthur Hastings. 
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