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Mind, Matter and Religious Experience
GLENN STATILE
1) THE PROBLEM OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE
When William James so eloquently wrote about the varieties of religious experience just over a century ago little could he count the ways by which the future of science might be able to tackle the issue of our religious sensibility.  Today, for example, the direct investigation of the brain is approaching a commonplace, but its correlation to and possible causal connections with consciousness are still by no means well understood.  This is especially true when trying to wade through  the vague and thoroughly ambiguous waters of what is commonly called religious experience, where belief runs strong but evidence is most often in short supply.
What exactly is religious experience?  This of course is a very good, very old, and very persistent question.  I do not intend to answer it here.  In fact it might seem that the very best of questions are often the very oldest, since these are the ones which solicit answers to those puzzles which have proven the most resistant to resolution.  The literature of  religious experience, in its most expansive sense, is split between the supernatural and the natural modes of contact with reality, thus compounding the problem.   For every visionary who comes into ecstatic contact with the supernatural source of created reality, there is a down to earth figure such as a Gerard Manley Hopkins, who perceives the world and everything mundane as charged with the grandeur of God, or an intoxicated Wordsworth for whom the world of commerce is but a pale substitute for the beauty of nature.  And whereas Thomas Aquinas is reputed to have had a religious experience so intense that it drove him to abandon his Summa, poor unfortunate old Saint Anselm had nothing so extraordinary to show for his inspired and solitary Ontological Argument, which just goes to prove that perhaps Five Ways are better than one. 
Whatever the phenomenology or verisimilitude of religious experience, it is a truism to say that the obvious is often overlooked and the dangerous denied.  While Dr. Samuel Johnson was undoubtedly begging the question when he defined death in part as  “the departure of the soul from the body” in his Dictionary of the English Language; nevertheless, empirical evidence now exists which, if correct, is  inconsistent with the reigning scientific paradigm of materialism.  My aim in this essay is to fair-mindedly examine a recent event involving a purported religious experience in order to challenge the practically exalted confidence in materialism as a scientific dogma exhibited by so many practitioners of science, as well as to probe into the related and perhaps just as important problem of the extent to which matter itself is an ill defined concept.  Recall that it was the very same Dr. Johnson who also heaped ridicule upon Berkeley’s immaterialism by allegedly dropping a stone upon his foot in order to induce real pain.  Philosophers of mind such as Gilbert Ryle have cast suspicion upon the existence of a ghost within the cerebral machinery of human nature.  The entire behaviorist project, for whom Ryle served as both a self-appointed philosophical apologist and spokesman, was built upon the foundation of an unproblematic commitment to a material reality where  only mind is suspect.  But as two leading science writers, John Gribbin and Paul Davies, so eloquently point out in the concluding sentence to their book The Matter Myth, “we can see that  Ryle was right to dismiss the notion of the ghost in the machine – not because there is no ghost, but because there is no machine.”
  

2) MIND WITHOUT MATTER

The phenomenon known as the near death experience has something in common with the
discredited and ancient discipline of astrology.  It is frowned upon by advocates of both  science and religion alike.  While the rejection of astrology is wise, a recent set of conditions pertaining to an alleged  near death experience reveals something which should at least pique the interest of the most refined as well as the most skeptical of philosophical palates.  There exists responsible, albeit debatable, experimental evidence to the effect that  mental experience of some kind can occur without any contribution whatsoever from the brain.  Such a result flies in the face of the anti-Cartesian behaviorist paradigm of Gilbert Ryle.  Like the position which Einstein adopts in regard to the aether in his Special Relativity paper, behaviorism holds that the invocation of any ghostlike substance inhabiting the machinery of the brain is superfluous.

Wherever one stands in the battle between the Church and the Churchlands over whether
the mind or some other immaterial aspect of human nature exists, it is as difficult for those of a scientific bent to ignore a crucial experiment or bona fide empirical evidence as it is for a court of law to ignore a smoking gun, or a matador to turn his back upon a charging bull.  Scientific integrity demands that all evidence, whatever its stripe, be given a  fair hearing.  Since the advent of the near death experience literature as a cottage industry about thirty years ago, with the publication of Raymond Moody’s sensational bestseller entitled Life After Death, the scientific community has taken up the task of explaining the source of what it takes to be a number of bogus though often phenomenologically real experiences.  Both the boardroom and the bedroom supply much more credible contexts for the assumption of a posture of deceit than does a gurney in some hospital operating room.  Therefore it makes eminently more sense for scientists to concentrate upon the scientifically knowable causes that may precipitate many hospital-related out-of-body experiences and other post death encounters than to focus upon the possibility of some post-operative hoax or fabrication.

In drama’s most famous soliloquy Shakespeare’s Hamlet speaks the following familiar lines.  “For in that sleep of death what dreams may come, // When we have shuffled off this mortal coil, // Must give us pause….” (Act III, Scene I) While the Bard was no doubt waxing loftily poetic, the phenomenon of the near death experience, with its antiseptic rooms and physicians in white coats staring down at lifeless bodies, brings us back to the more mundane reality of measurement and observation.  Many  have been the ways of science in trying to put a scientifically acceptable face upon any in principle disallowable claims to supernatural experience.  Included among the various candidate physiological explanations for near death and out-of-body experiences have been: 1) Suggestions of how auditory cues pertaining to medical procedures and activities in the operating room might be translated into brain images; 2) The induction of near death-like experiences through chemical and electrical stimulation, including various hallucinogens and dissociative drugs like ketamine; 3)  Anoxia or oxygen starvation to the brain.  Mountain climbers and fighter pilots, for example, can undergo a severe distortion of their mental processes due to oxygen deficiency.; 4) A massive release of endorphins, which are natural morphine-like painkillers, by the brain; 5) Hypercarbia – In the 1950’s the psychiatrist L.J. Meduna experimented with mixtures of oxygen and carbon dioxide for therapeutic purposes.  Some patients underwent near death-like experiences in reaction to his treatment; 6) Low blood sugar; 7) Reduced blood flow; 8) Temporal lobe epilepsy.


Scientific objections to near death experiences only lose their justifiable sting, according to Antony Flew, if there were “no goings-on in the brains” for the relevant period of time for those persons, often post-operative patients, whose paranormal testimony is to be subjected to scrutiny.
  He continues: “The only case I know which even appears to satisfy this requirement is one to which I drew attention in a recent issue of the Skeptical Inquirer.”
  And since a brain which has been dormant during a crucial period of time may be able to generate a set of false memories ex post facto so as to fill in the gap for that missing period, any trustworthy testimony regarding a paranormal or religious experience for the time of cerebral dormancy must, at the very least, also presumably include verifiable non-supernatural information which could only have been ascertained at that time.

The case to which Flew refers is the very one to which I wish to focus your attention.  The gist of Flew’s criticism in his letter to the editors of the Skeptical Inquirer concerning this case is methodologically quite legitimate, but I personally would not gratuitously add, as does Flew, that the details of its reporting ought to be classified as “scandalously inadequate.”
  Such rhetoric, with all respect to Flew whose skepticism is nonetheless of good pedigree in regard to this often wacky field, is best left to those legions of politicians who are forever attempting to deflect and deflate provable accusations of political wrongdoing.  If we don our phenomenological caps, and bracket the issue of the authenticity  and accuracy pertaining to the supernatural content of the reported facts in this case, then there are some interesting points to be gleaned from its analysis.  Thus it is important for any interpretation of this case to note the distinction to be made between the patient’s post-operative testimony of a supernatural or religious experience – including both other-worldly and out-of-body encounters; the patient’s post-operative testimony about the medical details of her procedure – while separated from her body; and the main physician’s post-operative report of the overall procedure itself.  For our purposes then we will focus, not upon the veracity of the religious experience per se, for that is beyond our competence,  but upon the main philosophical implication that  derives from the patient possibly having had a recollection of any kind, true or false, given the medical conditions at play during her operation.   How are we then to interpret evidence of cogitation if and when all signs of bodily animation have been suppressed?

On an August morning in 1991 a thirty five year old woman named Pam Reynolds was about to undergo a serious brain surgery operation for a giant basilar artery aneurysm.
  The chief physician for this procedure was Dr. Robert Spetzler, the director of the Barrow Neurological Institute in Arizona.  Due to its size and location Spetzler decided to employ a daring surgical procedure he had developed called hypothermic cardiac arrest.  This operating procedure involved a lowering of the patient’s body temperature to 60 degrees Fahrenheit; a ceasing of both the heartbeat and respiration; a flattening of the brain waves into electrocerebral silence; the removal of all blood from the body, which precluded any flow of blood through the brain; the taping shut of the eyes; and a blanketing of the entire body, except for the head and the groin, with sterile drapes prior to the onset of her purported near death experience.  By any stretch or standard of the medical imagination Pam Reynolds was clinically dead.

Dr. Michael Sabom, on whose report I am relying, indicates that both medical documentation and the monitoring of physiological parameters in the Reynolds case far exceeds those of any prior case in the recorded annals of near death experiences.  Sabom himself italicizes the expression “far exceeds” in his characterization of the facts of the case.  Thus Sabom’s relaying of the facts in the Reynolds’ case does not rest entirely upon the surviving patient’s own solitary and unsubstantiated report alone.  Antony Flew points out that we the readers are being asked to depend only upon Sabom’s “unsupported testimony,” which as Flew puts it is less than satisfactory in a situation of such “eschatological importance.”
  Flew also takes Sabom to task for enlisting the corroborating testimony of Dr. Spetzler as a participant in the ‘structured interview protocol’.”
  Sabom’s reading of Spetzler’s post-operative report was however supplemented by those of both the attending neuroanesthesiologist and the cardiac surgeon.  There was nothing underhanded going on here.  Sabom was not an eyewitness, I am not attempting to verify Reynolds’ recounting of a detailed supernatural experience, and Spetzler had no vested religious interest in the outcome of his procedure.  He presumably had nothing but medically relevant life-preserving considerations in mind.  What is of importance though, at least for my purposes, is the accuracy and, more importantly, the means of acquisition, of what Reynolds’ recalls about her medical procedure; plus the extent to which the sensitivity of the medical instruments employed during the operation provides us with a quantitatively precise measure of her medical condition and lack of sensory receptivity to external visual and auditory stimuli at the time.

Without going off the deep end and begging every responsible question in sight, what can be learned or at least posited from the existing record of this case?  First of all there is the empirical problem of how any experience or recollection tied to the interval of such a profound bodily, sensory, and cerebral dormition, whether true or imagined, natural or supernatural, could possibly have arisen at all.  Neal Grossman, a philosopher of science who trained under Wesley Salmon and who teaches at the University of Illinois in Chicago, puts it in the following way.  “An impartial observer would have to conclude that not all experience is produced by the brain and, that, therefore, the falsity of materialism has been empirically demonstrated.”


Since the facts of the operating room procedure recounted by Reynolds subsequent to the operation were both detailed and highly accurate, it is neither credible nor probable that her brain could have simply invented such a story, independent of whatever might be surmised in relation to the supernatural component of her post-operative narrative.  Could she have already known the majority of facts pertinent to her operation prior to its being carried out upon her?  Even if the answer to this question is affirmative I think it is safe to rule out the likelihood of a hoax, either perpetrated by Reynolds alone or in collaboration with the medical team.  Although an additional possibility would be that Sabom too might have subsequently become involved in this unlikely hoax.  Reynolds was neither a witting nor unwitting pawn in any experiment  designed to test the reality and nature of purported near death experiences, but a young woman whose imperiled life was in the hands of dedicated medical personnel.
Let us then enumerate what I consider to be five interpretive possibilities as regards the post-operative recollection of Reynolds in this case.  I suggest that the first two can be for the most part discounted, while the latter three are what William James might call genuine options.
1) The medical procedure and its aftermath, in part or in whole, was in fact a hoax   

perpetrated by Reynolds, with or without the complicity of the medical team, Sabom, or myself.

2) Reynold’s story was nothing more than a post-operative invention of an overactive
      brain.
3)  Reynolds had prior and innocent knowledge of the operating procedure. (I must 

     confess that I am not completely sure if Reynolds had the opportunity to learn

     anything relevant to her tale after the operation but prior to her post-operative report.)

4)  The equipment used to monitor and measure Reynolds’ bodily and brain activity
                 was either dysfunctional or insufficiently sensitive.

5)  Reynolds was able to have experience in the absence of any brain function.
Your choice as to which of these candidate explanations is the best should be based upon what Gilbert Harman once dubbed an inference to the best explanation.  Keep in mind that when scientific explanation is intuitively at odds with religious belief it is not always the latter which must give way.  Consider for example the current debate, not between Intelligent Design and Evolution, but between a metaphysical and religious explanation of life in the universe from the perspective of the Strong Anthropic principle and the Infinite or Parallel Universes view that many physicists espouse, which holds that we just happen to be living in the one out of an infinite number of worlds in which the potential for life has been actualized.  I do not think that I am alone in thinking that the Anthropic or religious explanation might actually be a more preferable scientific hypothesis than its scientistically motivated  rival in this specific situation.  

My own position is that possibility #5, which stipulates to Reynolds having been able to experience something in the absence of any brain function, is a serious contender for the best explanation.  If one assumes, which I trust none of us would,  the incorrectness of #4 in regard to dysfunctional and insufficiently insensitive instruments, then the corresponding correctness of #5 could also entail that a definition of physical death based upon traditional physiological criteria might be wrong.  In such a case Pam Reynolds never suffered bodily death.  Perhaps the poles of physical life and death, echoing the strange superpositional dualities of quantum theory, do not signify an either-or but a process, a process from which, once begun, it might be empirically untrue to emphatically state that no traveler ever returns.  If experience can occur in the absence of the substrate of the material brain then something akin to immaterial mind exists and eliminative materialism is eliminated as a viable research project.  If it cannot so occur, and an original conscious awareness must be in some way somatically dependent, then prospects are not altogether hopeless that something of importance can still be learned about the physical meaning and precipice of death.
3) THE MYTH OF MATTER 
When pressed to explain the meaning of mind Bertrand Russell was wont to respond that it didn’t matter.  When further asked to address the meaning of matter he retorted in kind: Never mind.  All joking aside, can twenty-first century science forthrightly claim that the meaning of matter is unproblematic?   As to this question we are in a Hume-like position.  Our common sense position and perception that matter exists must contend with its conceptual shortcomings.  More than this, uncertainty about the scope of matter and material explanation in general goes far beyond the documentation of an instance in which the brain’s involvement in experience is subject to serious doubt.  It is not merely that materialism can suffer an occasional explanatory lapse in some anomalous case, which years of indoctrination and anti-religious propaganda can help its supporters to continue to ignore, but that it also lacks the definitional credentials  required for a paradigmatic profession of faith. 
 What is matter?  For Aristotle matter could only be conceptually disentangled from form by means of analysis.  While form can exist without matter in the case of eternal substances,  Aristotelian prime matter or Prima Materia, to use the term coined by the scholastics, is a virtual reality, to borrow a term from quantum theory, which represents pure possibility.  Platonic matter, on the other hand, is said in the Timaeus to be forged by the interlocking of some basic mathematical entities at the disposal of the master craftsman.  It is no exaggeration to say that the rise of Sophism, Platonism, and Aristotelianism can at least in minor part be interpreted as having emerged from the failure of the PreSocratic project to come to grips with the problem of matter.  In later antiquity, for example, with Stoicism, Epicurean atomism, Gnosticism, Christianity, and the philosophy of Plotinus matter will begin to take on more of a moral valence, in addition to its ongoing featured role in the perpetual struggle between the rational and irrational elements within the universe.

Let us now fast forward to the meaning of matter in its contemporary guise as an underwriter of a devastatingly popular policy known as materialism.  But as with all policies we should bother to take the time to check the small print.  When Berkeley began to read between the lines of this policy soon after the sales pitch of the Newtonians began in earnest, he concluded that primary qualities vary as much from perceiver to perceiver as do mind-dependent secondary qualities, and that primary and secondary qualities are inseparable.  The situation in science today is far worse, for the basic puzzle of matter nowadays is not so much whether it is created, conserved, and coordinated by God,   but whether we actually have a working scientific definition as to what it is supposed to mean.  When I consult the physics textbook written by Douglas Giancoli that has been used at my university for many years I fail to find an entry for matter at all. 
In addition to the philosophical travails of everyday matter and its subatomic progeny, contemporary physics now has much more on its plate than ever before:  dark forms of matter and energy vastly different from anything having to do with  the Periodic Table, not to mention Planck-size vibrating strings which not only supplant point particles, but come with the added bonus of extra physical dimensions.  And not only is Dark Matter thought to be composed of nearly all of the matter in the universe, we do not as yet know how to go about looking for it, for it is not made out of the stuff which Shakespeare so eloquently tells us stars are made of.  Such an ignorance is reminiscent of the paradox attributed to Gorgias in the Meno.  If we already know something then there is no need to search for it, but when we are totally ignorant of something then we would not be able to recognize it even if we should we find it.  So far, all scientific claims to have detected Dark Matter are indirect at best.

In his book Microcosm: The Quantum Revolution in Economics and Technology George Gilder refers to the “overthrow of matter,” albeit with a thrust towards recognizing the fundamental importance of information and organizational strategies.
   Many physicists harbor the view that information provides a better model for quantum reality than does matter.  Ironically, science itself, with the development and experimental ratification of quantum theory, probably contributed more to the death of materialistically minded logical positivism than did any internecine squabbles over the principle of verifiability, or whether an exact line of demarcation could be drawn between analytic and synthetic statements.  Werner Heisenberg held that neither atoms nor elementary particles are real.  For him they constituted more a realm of Aristotelian potentia than of common sense fact.  All golfers, amateur or professional, quickly learn the importance of the 80/20 rule, which stipulates  that 80% of the shots hit through the branches of a tree will somehow make it through.  Whether this folk wisdom is true or not I do not know, but it is true that the atom, the plaything of all materialists, consists of about 99% empty space.  Or as Lord Rutherford once put it in his wonderful analogy: exploring the inside of an atom is akin to being a small fly in a large cathedral.   
4) CONCLUDING REMARKS
I have laid the groundwork for an argument which shows that materialism is both inconsistent and incomplete as a model for science.  One might argue that scientific theories ought to meet the logical standards of consistency and completeness.  Materialism is incomplete, as in the case of the near death experience related by Sabom, if it cannot account for experience acquired in the absence of brain activity. Materialism is inconsistent in that notable adherents of quantum theory, such as Werner Heisenberg, do not believe that so-called material things qualify as material in their essence.  More than this, materialism is not even a well-formed concept.   It is important to avoid what Neal Grossman calls fundamaterialism, that curious partner in crime of fundamentalism, which would in principle prevent the reach of science from ever exceeding its at present obviously limited materialistic scope.  In addition to probing, albeit briefly, into the definitional quandaries of materialism, and therefore of science itself, I have also in this essay attempted to, at least implicitly,   cast suspicion upon our impoverished understanding of what constitutes death.  And should death be our final bodily sting but not our final experience then the issue of personal immortality is once again placed squarely upon the table of philosophical inquiry for all of us to consume.  While I do not pretend to possess any veridical higher sense in regard to the questions I have raised, still I would join my voice to that of the poet Robert Browning when he writes: “A man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?” 
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