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Near-Death Experience (NDE) refers to the personal experiences
of individuals who have been on the verge of death and have
encountered phenomena such as out-of-body experiences,
passing through darkness toward light, extrasensory perceptions,
encounters with luminous guides, and other extraordinary events.
This phenomenon has been extensively studied in medicine,
psychology, and parapsychology; however, its analysis from the
perspective of Islamic mysticism has received comparatively less
attention. In Islamic mysticism, human beings are introduced as
possessing transcendent dimensions, continuing their existence
beyond the physical body and capable of undergoing experiences
akin to NDEs such as voluntary death, out-of-body experiences,
and spiritual unveilings. Imam Khomeini’s views also affirm these
concepts. He regards human beings as extraordinary entities with
inner dimensions and complex capacities that become manifest
upon separation from the material world. This research explores
and provides a mystical analysis of near-death experiences as
reflections of humanity’s non-material and spiritual capabilities.
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1. Introduction and Problem Statement

Near-death experience (NDE) refers to a phenomenon in which individuals,
during critical moments between life and death, perceive themselves as detached
from their physical bodies and encounter dimensions of reality beyond ordinary
sensory perception. Commonly reported features of such experiences include
observing one’s body from an external vantage point, passing through darkness
toward light, extrasensory perceptions, life review, and encounters with luminous
beings or spiritual guides. These experiences regardless of individuals’ cultural or
religious backgrounds often lead to profound, lasting, and positive transformations
in worldview and lifestyle, guiding experiencers toward a deeper understanding
of life, death, morality, and human relationships.

The phenomenon was first systematically examined in 1975 by Raymond Moody
in his influential work Life After Life, where he introduced the term “near-death
experience” into scientific literature. Since then, numerous researchers including
Bruce Greyson, Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross, Jeffrey Long, and Melvin Morse
have explored various dimensions of NDEs from medical, psychological, and
parapsychological perspectives.

Despite the breadth of global research on this topic, studies indicate that the
analysis and interpretation of near-death experiences within the framework
of Islamic mysticism remain relatively underexplored. This is particularly
significant given that, in Islamic mysticism, the human being is understood as
a multi-layered entity composed of both apparent and hidden realms. Along the
spiritual path toward divine proximity (sultk ila-11ah), the seeker transcends the
veils of darkness and light and attains higher existential stages. In this journey,
key mystical experiences such as voluntary death (mawt al-iradi), dissmbodiment
(khal® al-badan), unveiling (kashf wa shuhiid), and encounters with the hidden
spiritual guide (shaykh al-ghayb) are considered central concepts and, in some
cases, exhibit remarkable similarities with NDEs.

Imam Khomeini, as one of the most prominent contemporary mystics, regards the
human being as the “wonder of the age” (‘ujubat al-dahr), endowed with inner
and celestial potentials that may become actualized through separation from the
material world. His view affirms the mystical notion that human nature is not
confined to its physical dimension but includes latent spiritual capacities that can
be awakened under specific circumstances.

This study aims to investigate near-death experiences through the lens of Islamic
mystical teachings and in light of Imam Khomeini’s philosophical-mystical
anthropology. It seeks to address the fundamental question: Can near-death
experiences be considered manifestations of the latent spiritual and transcendent
faculties inherent in the human being?
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2. Literature Review

In the Western world, comparative studies of this phenomenon with religious
experiences have attracted the attention of only a few theologians. For instance,
Judith Cressy (1994), in her book Near-Death Experience: Mysticism or
Madness? compares these experiences with those of Christian mystics such as
Saint Teresa and Saint John of the Cross, identifying meaningful similarities
between them. Additionally, Paul Badham (1997), in his article “Religion and
Near-Death Experience in Belief in Life After Death, conducts a comparative
study of Christian and Buddhist traditions and presents NDEs as experiences akin
to the most profound religious experiences known to humanity.

In the Iranian academic context, although most studies have been conducted
within the framework of psychology and medicine, some research with
theological and religious approaches has also addressed this phenomenon. For
example, Vakili and Eghbali (2007), in their article “Mystical Death Experiences
from the Perspective of NDE Studies, compare the characteristics of near-death
experiences with the moments of dying as described in mystical texts. Etemadi-
Nia (2011), in a dissertation in the field of philosophy and theology, explores
the possibility of proving the existence of consciousness independent of the
physical body and the continuation of life after death, while also examining the
explanatory capacities of the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam) in response to this phenomenon. Furthermore, Akouchakian et al. (2013)
study near-death experiences as empirical evidence supporting the existence of
life after death.

3. Research Method

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method within an interdisciplinary
framework to examine near-death experiences (NDEs) from the perspective of
Islamic mysticism, with particular emphasis on the views of Imam Khomeini.
Data collection was conducted through library research, including the analysis
of mystical texts, the works of Imam Khomeini, documented accounts of NDEs,
and academic sources in the fields of psychology, parapsychology, and theology.

4. Findings

The findings of this study indicate that the most frequent and essential components
of near-death experiences can be interpreted within the framework of Islamic
mystical teachings:

1. Out-of-body experience: This component corresponds to the concept of “body
divestment” (khal® al-badan) in Islamic mysticism. However, unlike NDEs, in
mysticism the seeker deliberately and consciously separates from the material
body through voluntary death, attaining an inner and intuitive experience of
existence.
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2. Extrasensory perceptions: These phenomena can be explained through
interpretations related to the “imaginal body” (badan mithali) in Islamic
mysticism—a subtle, immaterial entity endowed with perceptual faculties that
are broader and deeper than those of the physical body.

3. Passage from darkness to light: This experience symbolizes the traversal
of the “veils of darkness and light” in Islamic mysticism. The seeker transcends
carnal darkness and worldly attachments to reach the light of divine knowledge and
beauty. NDErs similarly describe passing through a dark tunnel and encountering
a radiant light accompanied by overwhelming love and peace.

4. Encounter with luminous beings or spiritual guides: This component
aligns with concepts such as Khidr, the Shaykh al-Ghayb (Hidden Guide), or the
“Heavenly Self” in Islamic mysticism—spiritual entities entrusted with guiding
the seeker on the path of spiritual ascent.

5. Life review: The observation of one’s actions, thoughts, and emotions
throughout life parallels the mystical notion of unveiling the truth of actions and
the embodiment of intentions in the imaginal realm, where one’s inner realities
appear in visual and manifest forms.

6. Reluctant return: Experiencers often express a strong sense of discomfort
or reluctance about returning to their physical bodies. In Islamic mysticism,
a similar sentiment is found when the seeker, after deep mystical experiences
and encountering transcendent truth, returns to the material realm with sorrow,
longing, and a sense of estrangement.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The mystical analysis of the components of near-death experiences (NDEs)
reveals that these phenomena are among the experiences that unveil the hidden
capacities of the human being under specific and critical conditions. These
experiences, which transcend the boundaries of sensory perception and enter
realms beyond the material world, indicate that the reality of the human being is
far more complex than the commonly held, purely materialistic view of existence.
Knowledge of the human being at the level of the natural world represents
the lowest degree of understanding. From Imam Khomeini’s perspective,
after separation from the material body, the human encounters their “imaginal
body”—a body that, due to its higher ontological rank, possesses broader and
more intense perceptual capabilities than the physical body. Phenomena such as
360-degree vision, speech without the use of the mouth, and other extraordinary
features reported in near-death experiences can be interpreted within his mystical
framework through the concept of the imaginal body and the world of imagination
(‘alam al-mithal).

Despite these correspondences, NDEs should not be equated with mystical
experiences, as they differ fundamentally in terms of depth, purpose, mode of
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occurrence, and the spiritual preparedness of the experiencer. Mystical experience
is typically the result of a gradual spiritual journey and self-purification, and is
specific to saints and seekers of divine truth, whereas NDEs generally occur
suddenly, without prior preparation, and can happen to individuals regardless of
their religious background or spiritual maturity.

Ultimately, it can be concluded that non-material experiences—whether
occurring suddenly and involuntarily or attained through spiritual struggle—are
manifestations of the profound complexity and greatness of the human being.
These experiences unveil the soul’s latent spiritual capacities and demonstrate
that human reality extends beyond the material world. Upon liberation from the
constraints of the natural realm, the human being is able to witness truths that are
only accessible to others after the end of their worldly life.
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