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Scripture   John 12:35-36 
35Jesus said to them, ‘The light is with you for a little longer. Walk while you 

have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake you. If you walk in the 

darkness, you do not know where you are going.36While you have the light, 

believe in the light, so that you may become children of light.’ 

 

I want to begin this Mardi Gras Sunday sermon with a cheerful poem by Billy Collins.  

It's entitled "Despair." 

 

So much gloom and doubt in our poetry-- 

flowers wilting on the table, 

the self regarding itself in a watery mirror. 

 

Dead leaves cover the ground, 

the wind moans in the chimney, 

and the tendrils of the yew tree inch toward the coffin. 

 

I wonder what the ancient Chinese poets 

would make of all this, 

these shadows and empty cupboards? 

 

Today, with the sun blazing in the trees, 

my thoughts turn to the great 

tenth-century celebrator of experience, 

 

Wa-Hoo, whose delight in the smallest things 

could hardly be restrained, 

and to his joyous counterpart in the western provinces, 

     Ye-Hah. 
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I know this doesn't sound very cheerful for a cheerful Sunday, but bear with me here:  

What do you think happens to us after we die?  Do you believe in an afterlife?  As 

Christians we're supposed to, though there are many variations on that theme, but do 

you?  Really?   

 

Now I want to cheer us all up by telling you about a book I read recently -- maybe some 

of you have read it -- it's called Proof of Heaven by Dr. Eben Alexander.  The subtitle is 

"A Neurosurgeon's Journey into the Afterlife."  It came out  last year.  

 

Here's the background of Dr. Eben Alexander's story:  He was a successful academic 

neurosurgeon for 25 years, teaching at Duke University and Harvard Medical School.  

He was married and had two children.  He wasn't particularly spiritual or religious.  He 

was, as he put it himself, a lukewarm Episcopalian who didn't believe in God.    I'm 

speaking in the past tense, because in 2008 at the age of 54, Dr. Alexander's life as it was 

came to an end.  He was struck suddenly by a rare illness and went into a coma for 7 

days.  Doctors did not expect him to recover.  But he did recover, changed forever. 

 

In the book he describes in detail how he fell ill, and what happened to him in the 

hospital during that week, as described to him afterwards by those close to him. He also 

describes in detail his own experience while he was in the coma.  He has a hard time 

describing his internal experience because it was so vast and visceral it was beyond the 

scope of human language.  But he does his best and the story is gripping, to say the 

least. 

 

In a nutshell, it comes down to this.  In the introduction to the book, Dr. Alexander 

writes:  "During my coma my brain wasn't working improperly -- it wasn't working at 

all. . . As a practicing neurosurgeon with decades of research and hands-on work in the 

operating room behind me, I was in a better-than-average position to judge (afterward) 

not only the reality but also the implications of what happened to me.  Those 

implications are tremendous beyond description.  My experience showed me that the 

death of the body and the brain are not the end of consciousness, that human 

experience continues beyond the grave.  More important, it continues under the gaze of 

a God who loves and cares about each one of us and about where the universe itself and 

all the beings within it are ultimately going.  The place I went was real."i 
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We've probably all heard about these kinds of stories, known as "near death 

experiences."  They're pretty common and often pretty similar, which feels like proof to 

people who would like to believe in them.  The major distinction for me in this story is 

that it happened to and is told by a neuroscientist, which makes it much harder to 

dismiss.  In the book he talks about the science of what happened to his brain.  And 

how, as a scientist, he never would have believed what happened to him when his brain 

was essentially non-functioning -- until it happened to him.  So powerfully that he has 

now dedicated his life to telling this story. 

 

Because the theme of today's service is light and our scripture reading from John in 

which Jesus says we are children of light, I want to read another passage to you.  At the 

beginning of the coma, Dr. Alexander writes that he felt mired in darkness, but then 

something happened.  He writes: "Something had happened in the darkness.  Turning 

slowly, it radiated fine filaments of white-gold light, and as it did so the darkness 

around me began to splinter and break apart. . .Then, at the very center of the light, 

something else appeared.  I focused my awareness, hard, trying to figure out what it 

was.  An opening.  I was no longer looking at the slowly spinning light at all, but 

through it.  The moment I understood this, I began to move up.  Fast.  There was a 

whooshing sound, and in a flash I went through the opening and found myself in a 

completely new world.  The strangest, most beautiful world I'd ever seen.  Brilliant, 

vibrant, ecstatic, stunning. . . "ii  

 

He is then introduced to a spiritual being who communicates a very important message, 

without using words.  Dr. Alexander writes: "The message had three parts, and if I had 

to translate them into earthly language, I'd say they ran something like this:   

• 'You are loved and cherished, dearly, forever.'   

• 'You have nothing to fear.'  

•  'There is nothing you can do wrong.'"iii   

He continues:  "If I had to boil this entire message down to one sentence, it would run 

this way:  You are loved.  And if I had to boil it down further, to just one word, it would 

(of course) be, simply: Love." 
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Dr. Alexander addresses the more complex issues of free will and evil in the book, but 

the overwhelming message is about love.  After his experience, he writes, "Love is, 

without a doubt, the basis of everything. . .This is the reality of realities, the 

incomprehensibly glorious truth of truths that lives and breathes at the core of 

everything that exists or that ever will exist. . . "iv  ". . . None of us are ever unloved.  

Each and every one of us is deeply known and cared for by a Creator (God) who 

cherishes us beyond any ability we have to comprehend."v 

 

That is just a small taste of what Dr. Eben Alexander learned during his Near Death 

Experience.  Does this cheer you up about dying and also about living?  It does me.  I've 

believed for a long time that our lives don't end when our bodies die, and I've read 

plenty of other descriptions of Near Death Experiences, but I find this one particularly 

appealing because it happened to a neuroscientist who addresses the limitations of the 

scientific explanations for what happened to him.  AND  this dovetails so beautifully 

with Jesus' message to us -- that we do have life everlasting and that it's all about love -- 

right here, right now, and afterward, too. 

 

So isn't this happy news for a Mardi Gras Sunday?   Jesus said "believe in the light so 

that you may be children of light."  We are, in fact, children of light who live forever in 

heart of God and the heart of God is in fact, love.  Ask Jesus.  Ask Dr. Eben Alexander.  

And on this glad morning, let's also ask the great Chinese poets Wa-hoo and Ye-Haw.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
i Proof of Heaven by Eben Alexander M.D., p.9 
ii ibid.  p. 38 
iii ibid. p. 41 
iv ibid. p. 71 
v ibid. p. 96 


