
[image: Image]


HEALING WITH DEATH IMAGERY

Anees A. Sheikh
and
Katharina S. Sheikh
Editors

Imagery and Human Development Series
Series Editor: Anees A. Sheikh

[image: Image]


First published 2007 by Baywood Publishing Company, Inc.

Published 2018 by CRC Press

Taylor & Francis Group

6000 Broken Sound Parkway NW, Suite 300

Boca Raton, FL 33487-2742

First issued in paperback 2018

© 2007 by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

CRC Press is an imprint of Taylor & Francis Group, an Informa business

No claim to original U.S. Government works

ISBN 13: 978-0-415-78375-0 (pbk)

ISBN 13: 978-0-89503-317-8 (hbk)

This book contains information obtained from authentic and highly regarded sources. Reasonable efforts have been made to publish reliable data and information, but the author and publisher cannot assume responsibility for the validity of all materials or the consequences of their use. The authors and publishers have attempted to trace the copyright holders of all material reproduced in this publication and apologize to copyright holders if permission to publish in this form has not been obtained. If any copyright material has not been acknowledged please write and let us know so we may rectify in any future reprint.

Except as permitted under U.S. Copyright Law, no part ofthis book may be reprinted, reproduced, transmitted, or utilized in any form by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying, microfilming, and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without written permission from the publishers.

For permission to photocopy or use material electronically from this work, please access www.copyright.com (http://www.copyright.com/) or contact the Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.(CCC), 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, 978-750-8400. CCC is a not-for-profit organization that provides licenses and registration for a variety of users. For organizations that have been granted a photocopy license by the CCC, a separate system of payment has been arranged.

Trademark Notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Visit the Taylor & Francis Web site at
http://www.taylorandfrancis.com

and the CRC Press Web site at
http://www.crcpress.com

Library of Congress Catalog Number: 2006050149

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Healing with death imagery / edited by Anees A. Sheikh and Katharina S. Sheikh.

p. cm. -- (Imagery and human development series)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN-13: 978-0-89503-317-8 (cloth)

ISBN-10: 0-89503-317-8 (cloth)

1. Death--Psychological aspects. 2. Imagery (Psychology) 3. Fear of death. 4.
Imagination. 5. Visualization. 6. Healing. I. Sheikh, Anees A. II. Sheikh, Katharina S.

BF789.D4H39 2006

155.9’37--dc22

         2006050149


In loving memory of

Dr. Muhammad Ajmal

and

Dr. Gordon H. Turner

Two extraordinary human beings
who touched our lives deeply


I died a mineral, and became a plant.

I died a plant, and rose an animal.

I died an animal and I was a man.

Why should I fear? When was I less by dying?

Jalaludin Rumi

(in R. A. Nicholson. Rumi: Poet and Mystic.
London: Unwin Paperbacks, 1978)
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Foreword

The fear of death—its inevitability and finality, its grotesque mysteriousness—is perhaps the source of more misery for more people than anything else. To revise our attitude toward death and modify the immense, dark hold it has on our psychic life must be counted a project of incalculable importance. The accomplishment of this mission is what this book is all about.

Can this be done? Many traditions say yes. A Zen aphorism states, “If you die before you die, then when you die you will not die.” What does it mean to die before you die? For one thing it means reassessing the assumptions we habitually and unconsciously make about the meaning of death. Our typical approach is to regard both birth and death as absolutes—the beginning and ending of life. On closer reflection we discover that these images of absolute beginnings and endings depend on deeper assumptions about the nature of reality, specifically about the nature of time. For us, time flows. It is linear, it is stretched from past through the present and into the future; it is one-way. This backdrop is crucial for the finality we attribute to death. It is the reason we “only go around once.” It is the reason death for us is the end.

What if we are wrong about the nature of time? It comes as a surprise to many persons to discover that modem physicists, the pundits in our society who tell us about what time “really” is, are not in agreement about its nature. Nobel physicist Richard Feynman, who dominated the physics of his generation, expressed his exasperation about the nature of time. “What is time?” he asked. “We physicists work with it every day, but don’t ask me what it is. It’s just too difficult to think about” (quoted in Boslough, 1990). Although they cannot assure us what time is, physicists have told us what it is not. It is not, they say, the external, inexorably flowing stuff that is the same for everyone, as Newton intuited. As British physicist Paul Davies puts it, there has never been an experiment in the history of science that shows that time flows.

In the end, however, it seems unwise to base our philosophies of death on the proclamations of physics as to the nature of time. These views change, as history shows. But if physicists are today uncertain about the precise nature of time, and if there is no consensus among them, this suggests that it is perfectly appropriate for the rest of us to reassess our time-contingent meanings of death and to take seriously the life-transforming images of wholeness, unity, completeness, and immortality contained in many of the death images in this book.

Not only may we have it wrong as to the fundamental nature of time, we may also be in error about what we fear will perish at death—the body and the mind—and their relationship to each other. The Swiss psychologist Carl G. Jung once said,

The psyche’s attachment to the brain, i.e., its space-time limitation, is no longer as self-evident and incontrovertible as we have hitherto been led to believe. … An objective and critical survey of the available data would establish that perceptions occur as if in part there were no space, in part no time…. Anyone who does justice to the facts cannot but admit that their apparent space-timelessness is their most essential quality. The fact that we are totally unable to imagine a form of existence without space and time by no means proves that such an existence is in itself impossible. … It is not only permissible to doubt the absolute validity of space-time perception; it is, in view of the available facts, even imperative to do so” (Jung, 1977, pp. 134-136).

Why are Jung’s comments relevant to our concerns about the nature of death? One of the most pernicious beliefs of Western man—one on which our morbid ideas of death depend—is the notion that the brain somehow produces “consciousness” or “mind” as a byproduct of its chemical processes. This reasoning has enormously negative psychological consequences for almost everyone because it rules out in principle the possibility of any continuation of existence following death. For if all awareness, mind, or consciousness, is dependent on the brain, when the brain dies, that is the end of everything. As Bertrand Russell stoically once put it, “When I die I shall rot, and nothing of my ego shall remain.”

What would it take to show that this assumption is false? If we could demonstrate that there are some things that minds can do that brains are incapable of, this would go far in showing that consciousness is not entirely brain dependent. In fact, there is considerable empirical data showing that there is some aspect of the psyche that is nonlocal—that is not confined to points in time such as the present moment. It is immensely important to establish a nonlocal model of consciousness because without it much, if not all, of death imagery falls flat; it can always be dismissed as fantasy, wishful thinking, dreamy mysticism, or outright hallucinations—nothing but brain chemistry in action.

In legitimizing death imagery, it is therefore vital, it seems to me, to call attention to the many examples in which the psyche behaves nonlocally; for example, instances in which it escapes its space-time limitation to the brain, the body, and the present. These instances tell us something glorious about our self; that there is some aspect of our psyche that is outside space and time, and that by implication may be unbounded, infinite, and immortal.

One example will make the point. Once Jung experienced a near-fatal heart attack and a subsequent series of “tremendous visions,” as he put it. In one of these he foresaw the impending death of the physician who was caring for him at that time. The vision proved correct. On the day the doctor allowed Jung to sit up for the first time, he, the physician, took to bed and died of septicemia a few days later. Here Jung’s psyche seemed to break the spatiotemporal limitations we usually assign to the mind; it gained information before the specific events happened, demonstrating a capacity we believe the physical brain is incapable of. Although this might be called a near-death experience today, these events are not confined to the near-death state; they frequently crop up in the voluntary death-imagery experiences described in this book.

When in the past, persons have voiced brighter, less intimidating views of death, they often have been shouted down or derided. Images of death as a transition to another state of being with no ultimate control over us have been dismissed as examples of wish fulfillment, denial, or fantasy, and have been considered amusing fodder for the skeptic. But as this book exemplifies, this harsh attitude may be abating.

Accompanying these experiences frequently is a numinosity that is simply ineffable, as if one has touched absolutes and the deepest meanings. That is why work with death imagery is more than “psychology,” “guidance,” or “counseling”; and why this book in essence is about a spiritual path and a search for meaning.

There is ample evidence that hopelessness, loss of meaning, and an impending sense of doom are toxic to the body in many ways. These emotions often accompany our attitudes toward death. Today we know they exert a depressant effect on the body’s immune function and can set in motion irreversible, sometimes fatal processes in the heart and circulatory system as well. Thus it is no exaggeration to say that our attitude toward death literally can be a matter of life and death.

I can envision no more important task for psychology than a revisioning of death. If death is indeed not the destroyer, avenger, and grim reaper we long have taken it to be in Western culture, the news should be shouted from the rooftops. Finding an alternative to our morbid attitudes toward it justifies an investment of energy that is of Manhattan Project proportions. That is why Healing with Death Imagery is a valuable contribution to the enrichment of human life.

Larry Dossey, M.D.

Santa Fe, New Mexico
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Preface

A friend who had been meditating for some time approached a Zen master recently arrived in this country. He asked the roshi if he might study with him. To which the roshi replied, “Are you prepared to die?” My friend shook his head in bewilderment and said, “I didn’t come here to die. I came here to learn Zen.” The roshi said, “If you are not willing to die, you are not ready to let go into life. Come back when you are ready to enter directly, excluding nothing.

Stephen Levine (1982) Who Dies?
New York: Anchor Books, p. 25

Sages of various traditions and ages have reiterated that we must incorporate the inevitability of death into the fabric of life to experience its breadth and beauty. Imagery is an important tool in dealing fruitfully with death, and this book is devoted to exploring many facets of this fascinating issue.

The first chapter presents an overview of ancient and modem approaches to the use of death imagery for therapeutic purposes, including a discussion of its possible benefits. The second chapter specifically explores Stephen Levine’s contributions in this area and shows that it is only by opening to the reality of death that one can make living a conscious process of growth. A number of excellent imagery-based experiential exercises are also discussed in detail. The third chapter demonstrates the significance of confronting death through mental and artistic images and includes a discussion of six examples of death-related religious and existential works of art.

Recently there has been an upsurge of interest in near-death experiences and their salutary effects on the experient’s attitudes, beliefs, and values. Of particular interest here are increases in spirituality, concern for others, appreciation of life, and an enhanced sense of meaning and purpose in life. The fourth chapter presents a detailed critical overview of this field of investigation with special emphasis on the transformatory aftereffects of near-death experiences.

Of all the major religions in the world, Buddhism is at the forefront of exploring the topic of death and dying and developing specific meditative exercises for confronting death. Chapter 5 presents an in-depth treatment of death imagery in Buddhist thought.

Chapter 6 continues the theme that confrontation with death can lead to healthful consequences by exploring the use of hypnosis for death rehearsal. A variation of this technique, hypnotic suicide rehearsal, is also discussed: it appears to be effective for use with clients who are ruminating about suicide. Case examples clarify the details of the process.

Over the years, several clinicians have proposed the use of imagery for reconstructing death-related events and thereby facilitating the grieving process in individuals who are experiencing symptoms rooted in unfinished grieving. Chapter 7 gives an exhaustive account of the use of imagery for unresolved grieving and includes a number of case histories.

Researchers have perhaps devoted more time and energy to the investigation of death anxiety than any other death-related topic. Chapter 8 reviews literature on death anxiety and death imagery and demonstrates a core connection between the two phenomena. The authors claim that death imagery has the potential not only to ameliorate death anxiety, but also to lead to a more authentic existence.

Chapter 9 explains how death imagery can be used constructively in death education. The author presents several practical suggestions and specific guided imagery exercises. With Chapter 10, this volume closes with a detailed death-imagery experiential exercise aimed at encountering death to enhance our appreciation of life. The reader will notice that this thread steadily runs through all the chapters in this book.

In conclusion, we thank all contributors for sharing their unique perspectives. Also, we are deeply grateful to the staff of Baywood Publishing Company, especially to its president Stuart Cohen, and Bobbi Olszewski and Julie Krempa. At Marquette University, we are thankful to Stephanie Vainisi and Patricia Johnson for their conscientious help; and last but not least, we are indebted to Rhona Fields for her cheerful and expert assistance throughout the preparation of this volume.

As far as we know, this is the first comprehensive book devoted to the role of death imagery in health and growth. We hope that it will be helpful in changing the rather sinister view of death, prevalent in our culture, to a deeper appreciation of its enhancing potential.

Anees A. Sheikh and Katharina S. Sheikh
Brookfield, Wisconsin


CHAPTER 1

Is There Life Before Death?
Healing Potential of Death Imagery

Anees A. Sheikh and Katharina S. Sheikh

All questions at the public meeting that day were about life beyond the grave. The Master only laughed and did not give a single answer. To his disciples, who demanded to know the reason for his evasiveness, he later said, “Have you observed that it is precisely those who do not know what to do with this life who want another that will last forever?” “But is there life after death or is there not?” persisted a disciple. “Is there life before death?—That is the question!” said the Master enigmatically.

Anthony deMello (1985, p. 74)

To my question, whether we might not fortify our minds for the approach of death, he answered, in a passion, “No sir, let it alone. It matters not how a man dies, but how he lives. The act of dying is not of importance, it lasts so short a time.”

James Boswell (in Straub, 2002, p. 59)

Generally, Western cultures have regarded death as an unpleasant reality, which is not an integral part of life, but exists outside of it or, at least, on its fringes. We try to hide death from view or treat it as a disease to overcome (Aguilar & Wood, 1976; Braga & Braga, 1975; Grof, 2000; Paz, 1961; Straub, 2002). As Kübler-Ross (1975) has stressed,

It is the denial of death that is partially responsible for people leading empty purposeless lives. For when you live as if you will live forever, it becomes too easy to postpone the things you know that you must do. You live your life in preparation for tomorrow or in remembrance of yesterday, but meanwhile each today is lost. But when you fully understand that each day you awaken may be the last you have, you take the time that day, to grow, to become more of who you really are, to reach out to other human beings (p. 164).

ACCEPTING DEATH BRINGS US TO THE THRESHOLD OF LIFE

It is very surprising that until the late 1960s the subject of death and dying was largely ignored in the West, not only by the general population but also by the scientists and professionals. It is astonishing that even the professionals in health sciences showed a lack of interest in this subject (Blazer, 1978; Grof, 2000). Yet since ancient times, death has been the main source of inspiration of philosophers, writers, artists, and composers. Michelangelo remarked, “No thought exists in me which death has not carved with his chisel,” and Thomas Mann felt that “without death there would scarcely have been poets on earth” (Kübler-Ross, 1975, p. 2). Boris Pasternak, in Doctor Zhivago (1958), views virtually all human activity as an effort at coming to terms with death.

Now what is history? It is the centuries of systematic explorations of the riddle of death, with a view to overcoming death. That’s why people discover mathematical infinity and electromagnetic waves, that’s why they write symphonies. … Man does not die in a ditch like a dog—but at home in history, while the work toward the conquest of death is in full swing; he dies sharing in this work (p. 10).

There is general agreement among world religions that a meaningful life is possible only after death has been accepted as a basic condition of life (Long, 1975). The goal is not simply to view death as the final act in life, but to welcome it as a persistent ingredient in the entire process of life. By recognizing the finiteness of one’s existence, one is permeated by the urgency to cast off those extrinsic roles and to devote every day to growing as fully as possible (Grof, 2000; Levitan, 1985; Sheikh, Twente, & Turner, 1979; Yalom, 1980, 2002).

Thus the acceptance of death brings one to the threshold of living authentically. This thought is a cornerstone of existential philosophy. Herman Feifel (1961, p. 71) says, “Life is not genuinely our own until we renounce it.” Rollo May maintains, “With the confronting of non-being, existence takes on vitality and immediacy, and the individual experiences a heightened consciousness of himself and his world, and others around him” (May, 1958, p. 47). Irvin Yalom (1980, p. 163) feels that “by keeping death in mind one passes into a state of gratitude for the countless givens of existence.” Santayana (see Yalom, 1980, p. 163) remarks, “The dark background which death supplies, brings out the tender colors of life in all their purity,” and Nietzsche (1974, p. 37) states, “Out of such abysses, from such severe sicknesses, one returns newborn … with a more delicate taste for joy, with a more tender tongue for all good things, with merrier senses, with a second dangerous innocence in joy.”

Literature is replete with examples of individuals who underwent extensive personal transformation due to their close brush with death. Thomas Mann’s (1969) Hans Castorp in The Magic Mountain, Max Frisch’s (1957) Faber in Homo Faber, Tolstoy’s (1931) Pierre in War and Peace, and Ivan Ilyich in the Death of Ivan Ilyich (Tolstoy, 1960) are obvious examples. Another striking and well-known illustration is the repentant Ebenezer Scrooge. We may forget that his cold heart was not melted simply by the warmth of the Christmas Spirit—to that it had proven itself totally impervious. What transformed Scrooge was the encounter with his own death. The Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come used a potent form of death-imagery therapy: Scrooge had the opportunity to witness his own death, to overhear acquaintances dismiss lightly his passing, and to observe strangers quarreling over his worldly possessions. Then Scrooge attended his own funeral, and finally, in the last scene preceding his transformation, he examined the inscription on his tombstone (Yalom, 1980).

DEATH IMAGERY: AN OVERVIEW OF ANCIENT AND MODERN APPROACHES

It has become apparent that many thinkers agree that learning to die is a prerequisite to living meaningfully. While the time when death is imminent can be a fertile period of personal growth, we should not and must not wait until then to learn the lessons of death. For centuries, and in several cultures, variations of the experience of death in imagination have been used effectively. These death-imagery techniques provide the opportunity to confront death and to come to terms with it. This section reviews a number of such approaches.

Death Imagery in Ancient Initiatory Experiences

As Metzner (1986) points out, death/rebirth fantasy and associated ritual practices have been an essential component of initiatory experiences in several traditional cultures. For example, the training of shamans/healers involved sloughing off all old attachments and old ways of living. “Sometimes the older shaman, while instructing the apprentice, would symbolically ‘kill’ the apprentice. This was then followed by a restoration or reconstitution … into a new more power-filled form, endowed with healing and magical abilities” (Metzner, 1986, p. 146). This aspect of shamanic training is very similar to the process of mortificatio in alchemy, which has a literal meaning of “killing” or “dead making.” Mortificatio involved conscious and intentional attempts to reduce ego attachments through symbolic meditations and visualizations that stressed “darkness, defeat, torture, mutilation, death and rotting,” followed by positive images of “growth, rejuvenation, fruiting, ripening, and rebirth” (Metzner, 1986, p. 146).

Death/rebirth imagery and rituals are also very common in the initiation rites or rites of passage, as Arnold van Gennep (1960) calls them, of numerous tribes around the world. Their common denominator is profound confrontation with death and subsequent transcendence (Grof, 2000). Neale (1969, pp. 169-170) describes one such initiation ritual:

After the older men have prepared a sacred place in the bush, the mother brings her son to the edge of the village. She does not know the content of the rites. She has heard only rumors about death and manhood. She does know that occasionally a child fails to return. The little boy knows the same. Both are filled with excitement and pride, but also with great anxiety. The men rush forward and force the boy away from his mother. She weeps and wails over the forthcoming death of her son. He is taken to a hut where he lies down on his back with his arms crossed over his chest. He is covered with a rug and told not to utter a sound. During the coming days, he may be symbolically burned by a fire, buried in a shallow pit, be ritually dismembered, or have a tooth knocked out. All these things—the separation from his mother, the darkness, and the physical dangers—are symbolic experiences of death. The boy is told that the gods are killing him. He does not know for sure whether he will literally survive or not. By means of this first half of the puberty ritual, the world of the child and his personality are destroyed. The second half of the ritual takes place over an extended period of time. The boy meets his god and receives his name. After this he may have to be fed by a guardian for as much as six months, for newborn infants cannot feed themselves without help. During this time he is instructed and trained to meditate on his experiences. By story, dance, and pantomime, he is introduced to the gods, the history of the tribe, and to the way he is to live. Finally, the boy is returned to the community to take his place as a new person in a new world. The boy and his mother may not acknowledge each other for some time to come. After all, her son has died, it is a strange adult who returned to the village. In the spiritual sense, the boy does not know his mother. His old world and old self have been destroyed. Death has led to rebirth and a new creation.

Buddhist Meditation on Death

This type of meditation is very commonly used by Buddhist monks. The monk sits down in the graveyard or crematorium and reflects upon the corpses or ashes, and he even imagines his own body to be among these remains. This exercise renders him more profoundly aware of the brevity and uncertainty of life and the inevitability of death. He realizes that human beings and their objects of pleasure do not endure for long. This insight prompts him to abandon all ambition to shape the world in accordance with his wishes. “And, with the passing of the habit of living a life of willfulness (and its offspring, anxiety and fear) will come automatically a peace of mind and tranquility which will abide unaltered in all conditions of life and all states of mind” (Long, 1975, p. 69).

Many Buddhist teachings concerning death are contained in The Tibetan Book of the Dead. It presents not only the most effective method of “living toward death,” but also contains instructions on how to die well (Evans-Wentz, 1960). The dying person is advised to remain calm and alert in the face of death and to shun distraction and confusion. He/she is reminded too that his/her life forces are about to disengage themselves from the body and that he/she should focus upon this event. He/she is then prepared for the meeting with death by its description: death is the “brilliant light of Ultimate Reality” or “the luminous splendor of the colorless light of Emptiness.” The moribund should immerse himself/herself in that supernatural brilliance, sloughing off all belief in an individual self and realizing that the “boundless light of this true Reality” is his/her own true self (Evans-Wentz, 1960; Long, 1975; Rahula, 1959; Robinson, 1970).

In a technique involving mindfulness of one’s death, Buddhaghosa (1976) encourages the subjects to imagine people who are already dead but who had enjoyed the good things of life, and to repeat, “Death will take place.” After a degree of mindfulness has been achieved, the practitioner is advised to remember death in eight ways. These are summarized here from Ramaswami and Sheikh (1991, pp. 182-183):

1) One should reflect on the fact that death is inevitable for that which is bom and imagine death appearing like a murderer with poised sword. 2) Death should be imagined as the ruin of success—health ending in sickness, prosperity turning to loss, youth yielding to age. 3) One should imagine the death of others and thus infer one’s mortality. 4) One should remember that one shares this body with numerous families of worms that live in and depend on our body. They are born, grow old, excrete, and die within one’s body. 5) One should reflect on the frailty of one’s body. 6) One should reflect that death often attacks without providing prior warning. 7) One should reflect on the limited span of life. 8) One should remember that in the last analysis our life is limited to a single conscious moment: we are constantly dying and being reborn anew every moment.

Benefits of the successful practice of mindfulness of death include conquering attachment to life, avarice, and lust; realizing the impermanence of life and developing serenity; and developing the ability to face death in a composed and fearless manner (Ramaswami & Sheikh, 1991).

Sufi Contemplation Upon Death

The Sufis, in keeping with the Prophet Mohammed’s advice, “Die before you are dead,” have given great importance to the contemplation of death. They reflect upon the inevitable future decay and disintegration of all living beings and upon the fact that their own bodies soon will be nothing but rotten flesh and dry bones upon which worms will feed. Thus they achieve the awareness of the impermanence of temporal life. For the Sufis, this meditation on death is a vital step toward beatitude—the ultimate goal of all spiritual striving. Death represents the dismemberment of the present imperfect state, which then renders possible the rebirth of a personality with spiritually healthy and stable traits.

The devastation of winter makes way for the renewal of spring. Similarly, the old self must die before it can be reborn. After longings for material riches and bodily pleasures, ambivalence toward others, and above all, egoism are seen in the correct light and abandoned, rebirth is bound to occur (Ajmal, 1979, 1989).

As Andrew Harvey (1994) writes, “Our life is constantly tempting us to identify ourselves with it. Every time we identify ourselves with it, we fall prey to the illusion of separation from other people, we fall prey to the illusion of time and the illusion that we are dying. It is only by dying to that illusion that we can enter reality” (p. 291). He urges, “Transfigure this life into a slaughterhouse of the ego. Bum away the false self and radiate … love, knowledge, bliss, and joy to everyone. When you are, you will never die, because there is only Being” (p. 295).

As it is evident from the preceding passages, according to the Sufis, loss of self is essential for continued integration and growth. “The only Universal Reality is experienced by giving up the ‘I,’ the ‘me,’ the ‘mine.’” In Sufism this process is called fana,1 or freedom from the self (Shafii, 1985, p. 143). Fana ultimately leads to Baqa,2 the ultimate state of existence, “the union and oneness with all beings and God.”

Attar, a twelfth-century Sufi, in his book of mystical poetry, The Conference of Birds, wrote:

As long as you are preoccupied with self

How can the True Being reach you?

Unless you become annihilated in humbleness

and nonbeing,

How can ultimate knowing be received

from the Great Being (in Shafii, 1985, p. 148).

As Shafii (1985) points out, fana or freedom from the self is a universal experience and is not specific to the Sufis only. There are frequent references to the “loss of self’ in all major spiritual traditions. The Sufis and other mystical traditions have developed numerous meditative exercises and other procedures to facilitate the process of fana (Arasteh, 1980; Shafii, 1985).

Practicing Death

In The Republic, Plato maintains that there are four stages of cognitive development: during the first stage one perceives only shadows and other superficial or insubstantial things; the second stage is marked by the perception of the reality of physical objects; the third stage is characterized by the capacity for abstract mathematics and deductive reasoning; the fourth stage involves the experience of the Forms, the eternal archetypes or potentials, that structure all thought and perception. Plato argues that these forms are truly known only by the experience of the highest level of reality, after all physical and mental activity ceases. In the dialogues, such as Phaedo, Meno, Theaetetus, and Phaedrus, he equates “true knowledge, knowledge of the Forms, with knowledge of the world experienceable ‘after death’” (Shear, 1978). In Phaedo, he states unequivocally that the philosopher’s true method, the method of gaining knowledge of the Forms, consists of practicing death, that is, giving the soul the opportunity to become accustomed “to withdraw from all contact with the body and concentrate itself by itself… alone by itself’ (Collected Dialogues of Plato, edited by Hamilton & Caims, 1973). How important practicing death was to Plato is evident in an old story. “Plato on his death bed was asked by a friend if he would summarize his great life work, the Dialogues, in one statement. Plato, coming out of a reverie, looked at his friend and said, practice dying” (Keleman, 1974, p. 1).

Koestenbaum’s Exercises

Koestenbaum (1976) describes several death and immortality exercises that he feels are very effective. Some he has developed and others he has taken from Herman Feifel and Robert Kastenbaum. One exercise consists of composing your own obituary. This act leads you to face the crucial question of what it means to be a human being, what is involved in passing the time on earth well, and most importantly, what it means to be you. Other exercises described by Koestenbaum are (1) imaging that you are attending your own funeral and overhearing a friend speak frankly about the significance of your life; (2) experiencing a rebirth fantasy; (3) writing a script for your own death, describing how, when, and where it took place; (4) reading a vivid and moving account of the death of a 6-year-old abandoned child and, subsequently, completing seven sentences. Koestenbaum maintains that these exercises help to courageously face the reality of your own death and thus to make crucial discoveries.

Koestenbaum (1976) also presents an immortality exercise that has the form of a guided daydream or fantasy. First, he asks the subject to imagine that he/she is a dying patient in the hospital. Then he presents a sequence of thoughts that occur immediately before death. He tells the individual that all worldly things are receding into a meaningless distance, and that he/she now feels more “like a god in outer space observing life than a human being participating in the affairs of the world” (p. 189). Suggestions of this nature are followed by induced images in which the person accepts death, feels at peace, experiences himself/herself as a part of the universal scheme, and has a sense of the eternal nature of consciousness. Koestenbaum claims that this exercise can lead to a premonition of the experience of immortality. “The key dynamism bringing about this realization is relinquishing the sense of being an individual” (p. 189).

Straub’s Death 101

Sandra Straub’s Death 101: A Workbook for Educating and Healing (2002) is an excellent resource that includes numerous valuable imagery exercises that will help individuals navigating through death-related issues. According to Straub, “when you discuss death or acknowledge death, you do not invite death, but rather invite life” (p. 1). These exercises also are extremely helpful for the health professionals who plan to help others resolve death-related complications. It seems obvious that unless we confront our own issues regarding death, we will be of little help to others (Winokuer, 2002).

Stephen Levine’s Work on Conscious Living and Conscious Dying

Levine’s work (1972, 1979, 1984, 1989, 1991, 1997, 2002) shows that it is only by opening to the reality of death that one can make living a conscious process of growth. His books “demonstrate a remarkable ability to articulate for Western audiences the value of meditation practice in confronting and accepting death. From the point of view of Eastern psychology, particularly Buddhist psychology, real acceptance and understanding of death, illness, and suffering must move beyond mere intellectual speculation and abstraction. Experience is the only teacher. Openness to the fullness of experience is developed through the consistent practice of meditation” (Kruck & Sheikh, 1991, p. 46). Levine offers a series of excellent imagery-based meditational/experiential exercises toward this end. These include letting the mind float in the heart, losing self-image, self-forgiveness and forgiving others, loving kindness, grief meditation, pain and healing meditation, meditation on heavy emotions, meditation on death and dying, moment of death meditation, and after-death meditation. “Regardless of an individual’s theoretical or theological background, Levine provides an outline for rethinking the presuppositions upon which our attitudes toward death and dying are based” (Kruck & Sheikh, 1991, p. 66). He presents an alternative approach that rests on the idea that life and death are complementary dimensions of a single integrated process. For a detailed discussion of his techniques, the reader is referred to other sources (Kruck & Sheikh, 1991; Levine, 1972, 1979, 1984, 1989, 1991, 1997, 2002; Levine & Levine, 1999).

Grieving Through Imagery

In our society, the grief stricken often are discouraged from facing the reality of death by relatives and friends who take over for them and invite them to be mere observers. Consequently, it becomes difficult for the bereaved to come to grips with the death of their loved ones (Nichols & Nichols, 1975). Several clinicians have suggested imagery techniques that, in combination with other therapeutic interventions, reconstruct death-related events, and thus, facilitate the grieving process (Aguilar & Wood, 1976; Droege, 1987; Levine & Levine, 1999; Melges, 1982; Melges & DeMaso, 1980; Morrison, 1978; Ramsay & Noorbergen, 1981; Straub, 2002; Volkan, 1975; Williamson, 1978). Melges and DeMaso (1980), for example, believe that unresolved grief reactions generally persist due to the obstacles that inhibited the grieving process at the time of the loss. When the bereaved is given an opportunity to relive, revise, and revisit scenes of the loss in present-time imagery, and thus remove these obstacles, grief resolution is facilitated. Following is a case history provided by Melges and DeMaso (1980, p. 58).

A 27-year-old, married mother of two children, became acutely incapacitated with an uncanny fear of death when, shortly after her husband’s grandmother died, she revisited the same cemetery where her stepfather was buried three years previously. She had idealized her stepfather as being a “perfect man.” During the re-grief therapy, when she was reliving seeing her stepfather’s body in the funeral home, she became aware of her anger toward him for having sexually played with her as a girl but she could not express this anger in the relived-remembered scene because her mother, from whom they had kept the secret, was there at the funeral home. The therapist asked her to revise the scene, removing the mother along with all other people, and encouraged her to express her anger and feelings. With the scene thus revised, she gave full vent to her anger and her guilt for having to carry this secret for so long. After that, she felt free to express her love for him, which she had refused to do during his terminal illness. She also acknowledged her complicity in the sexual activities, and then forgave him and subsequently felt he understood and forgave her for not caring for him during his terminal illness. With her guilt and anger dismantled, she felt immediately relieved, no longer “haunted” by the death phobia.

Although techniques such as those described by Melges and DeMaso are not concerned directly with the issue of one’s own death, they nevertheless are bound to lead one to confront it. Morrison (1991) offers a note of caution that “imagery techniques may not be appropriate for those therapists who have not carefully analyzed their own imagery” and that therapists “should be aware that directed imagery can occasionally provoke traumatic emotional reactions in clients, and they must be ready for them (pp. 90-91).

Death Imagery Technique

In an article published in 1979, Sheikh et al. report death-imagery techniques that they developed. One can use these procedures to attain mere relaxation, or relaxation may be considered as only the first step in therapy. For relaxation purposes, the subject is asked to take a few deep breaths and lie down. Then he/she is given the following instructions:

Imagine that you are dead. You have lost all your ability to counter the force of gravity and are completely immobilized and inactive. All your muscles, even all your body cells are pulled down by gravity. You no longer have to struggle, be tense, and spend energy to stay alive. You no longer have to direct your thinking or censor your thoughts. The thoughts come and go as they like. As your “dead” body is pulled more and more by the force of gravity, you have a feeling that you are shedding off your body. Your thoughts scatter and all the verbal chatter and commotion vanish into thin air. As you shed your body, you become a weightless, bodiless, pure consciousness. There is stillness and quiet and a benign indifference of nature (Sheikh et al., 1979, p. 154).

Often the subject initially experiences some anxiety; however, this soon gives way to feelings of deep relaxation and a sense of being at peace with the world. During this relaxed state, long-forgotten memories, particularly of unfinished issues pertaining to parents, often surface spontaneously. They provide significant material for meaningful therapy. For continuing therapy, specific imagery procedures have been developed. These include (1) visualizing, confronting, and finally saying farewell to all those individuals, alive or dead, with whom the subject had significant emotional contact; (2) visualizing himself/herself as an infant, as a child, as an adolescent, and as he/she is now, and saying goodbye to all these aspects of development; (3) finishing in imagery, the unfinished tasks that arise in associated memories. After the completion of the unfinished business and the farewell process, the subject is directed to experience a departure from his/her body.

Hypnotic Death and Suicide Rehearsal

Levitan (1985) developed a hypnotic death-rehearsal technique initially to help patients faced with imminent death. However, since then he has been using it to assist clients with concerns about the death and dying process. It is very similar to the death-imagery technique discussed above but differs in the sense that “the therapist is continually involved in reframing and interpreting the visualized images reported by the subject. The principal objective of this hypnotic death rehearsal is to demystify the death experience and allow the patient to approach it with familiarity and confidence” (Levitan, 1991, p. 96). A variation of this, the hypnotic death rehearsal, aims at focusing “subjects to critically evaluate the consequences of death by suicide and hopefully eliminate magical thinking in this regard” (p. 96). For further details of these techniques, the reader is referred to other sources (Levitan, 1985, 1991).

Perinatal Experiences and Holotropic Therapy

Grof and Halifax (1977) provide a description of experiences related to the events immediately preceding, accompanying, and following birth that their subjects had during psychotherapy under the influence of LSD. They term these as perinatal experiences. These experiences largely pertain to the problems of biological birth, physical pain, suffering, disease, agony, aging, and death. The encounter with suffering and agony, Grof and Halifax state, ends in an experience of complete annihilation on all levels, including physical, emotional, intellectual, moral, and transcendental.

This is usually referred to as an “ego death”: it seems to involve instantaneous destruction of all the previous reference points of the individual. The experience of total annihilation is often followed by a vision of blinding white or golden light and a sense of liberating decompression and expansion. The universe is perceived as indescribably beautiful and radiant; individuals feel cleansed and purged, and talk about redemption, salvation, or union with God (Grof & Halifax, 1977, p. 51).

Grof and Halifax (1977) claim that people return from the perinatal experience with the confidence that they have “confronted the ultimate crisis” and achieved deep understanding into the nature of death and dying. They “discover the importance of accepting, surrendering and relinquishing” (p. 52). Despite its intimate connection with the experience of biological birth, Grof (1985) emphasizes that “the perinatal process transcends biology and has important psychological and spiritual dimensions. It should not therefore be interpreted in a concretistic and reductionistic fashion” (p. 100).

Recently Stanislav Grof and Christina Grof have developed a procedure called holotropic therapy or holomonic integration that they claim achieves the same goals without the use of drugs. Holotropic therapy consists of a combination of intense breathing, music, and focused body work and appears to lead to a variety of salutary consequences including lifting of chronic depression, overcoming phobias and irrational feelings, improvement of self-confidence and self-esteem, disappearance of psychosomatic pain, and in many cases dramatic improvement in the so-called organic diseases such as clearing of chronic infection or solidification of the bones in women with osteoporosis (Grof, 2000). Further details of this procedure are available elsewhere (Grof, 1985, 2000; Grof & Bennett, 1992).

Grof coined the term holotropic from the Greek holos (whole) and trepein (moving toward or in the direction of something) (Grof, 2000; Grof & Bennett, 1992). In holotropic states, he explains,

Consciousness is changed qualitatively in a very profound and fundamental way… characterized by dramatic perceptual changes in all sensory areas. … The emotions associated with holotropic states cover a very broad spectrum that typically extends far beyond the limits of our everyday experience, both in their nature and intensity…. The intellect is not impaired, but functions in a way that is significantly different from its everyday mode of operation. While we might not be able to rely on our judgment in ordinary practical matters, we can be literally flooded with remarkable valid information on a variety of subjects … by far the most interesting insights that become available in holotropic states revolve around philosophical, metaphysical, and spiritual issues (Grof, 2000, pp. 2-3).

Holotropic states, as Grof (2000) points out, were held in high esteem in all indigenous cultures, and effective procedures of induction were very carefully devised by them. They used these procedures in pursuit of a variety of goals, including to diagnose and heal a variety of disorders; to develop intuition, extrasensory perception, and artistic inspiration; and to have direct contact with deities and forces of nature. For an overview of ancient and aboriginal techniques for inducing holotropic states, the reader is referred to Grof (2000).

Other Related Techniques

Yalom (1980) reviews a number of what he calls “artificial aids” to counteract the individual’s persistent denial of death.



	(a)

	The Line of Life. In this simple yet profound exercise, the subject is asked to draw a straight line on a blank sheet of paper. One end of this straight line represents his/her birth and the other his/her death. Then the subject is asked to draw a cross on the line to indicate the point where he/she is now and then to meditate upon this for brief period.




	(b)

	Calling Out. This technique is employed with large groups who are then divided into smaller groups. “Each individual’s name is written on a slip of paper, placed in a bowl, and then randomly chosen and called aloud. An individual whose name is called stops talking and turns his back to the others” (Yalom, 1980, p. 174). Yalom reports that this exercise has helped many individuals enhance their awareness of the precarious nature of existence.




	(c)

	Life Cycle Group. This procedure was used by Elliot Aronson and Ann Dreyfus, at the National Training Laboratory summer program at Bethel, Maine. In this program, the participants focused on main issues in each developmental stage.




	
	In the time devoted to old age and death, these participants spent days living like old people. They were instructed to walk old, to dress old, to powder their hair and attempt to play elderly people they have known well. They visited a local cemetery. They walked alone in a forest, imagined passing out, dying, being discovered by friends, and being buried (Yalom, 1980, p. 175).




	(d)

	Death Awareness Workshops. A number of workshops have focused on the issue of encountering one’s death. Yalom reports one that was conducted by W.M. Whelan. It consisted of one 8-hour eight-member group session in which




	
	(1) Members complete a death anxiety questionnaire and discuss anxiety-provoking items, (2) Members, in a state of deep relaxation, fantasize in great detail, with awareness of all five senses, their own (comfortable) death, (3) Members are asked to construct a list of their values and then asked to imagine a situation in which a life-saving nuclear fallout shelter is able to save only a limited number of people: each member has to make an argument, on the basis of his or her value hierarchy, why he or she should be saved, (4) Again in a state of deep muscle relaxation, the members are asked to fantasize their own terminal illness, their inability to communicate, and, finally, their own funerals (Yalom, 1980, p. 175).




	(e)

	Interaction With the Dying. Yalom (1980) reports that in group sessions, patients suffering from catastrophic illness often display much affect and wisdom. In order to expose the everyday psychotherapy clients to the wisdom of the dying, Yalom, at times, invited the former to observe group sessions of the latter; or he introduced a seriously ill patient into the group psychotherapy sessions of regular patients. Yalom describes several salutary effects of these interventions.




	
	Yalom suggests that if we as psychotherapists accept the notion that the awareness of our death can be the catalyst for personal change, then we should attempt to use all opportunities to facilitate this process. In addition to providing the structured exercises, we should help clients recognize the reminders of the fragility of life that surround us; for instance, birthdays, anniversaries, children leaving for college, serious illness, and the death of loved ones. Since most of these experiences are painful, we as therapists can easily make the mistake of focusing primarily on the alleviation of pain and miss this opportunity to nudge the patient along on the quest for wisdom and peace (Yalom, 1980).




	(f)

	The House of Life. Here is another imagery exercise that can be fruitfully used to explore life/death-related issues (Sheikh & Sheikh, 2002, pp. 348-349). Relax and imagine that you are at the seashore. It is a balmy, sunny day. The sky is blue and the water is a deeper blue with bobbing white caps. The music of the waves, a gentle breeze, and the cool sand under your feet caress and sooth your senses. It feels so good to be alive.




	
	Rising behind the beach are beautiful mountains. As you look up, you see a house perched on top of one of the peaks. What a delightful spot for a house! You are drawn to this house as if it were a magnet, and before you realize what you are doing, you are on your way toward it. Finally, you stand before it and are aching to step inside. You knock on the door, and it is opened by a very kind person who does not hesitate to invite you in. You have never seen or even imagined a house so exquisite in every respect, and the view from the large windows is breathtaking.




	
	As you are drinking in the delights of this place, the owner tells you, “I have to go on an important mission, which may take a week, a month, a year, ten years, fifty years, or even longer. You may live in the house during my absence, but you must vacate it upon my return.” Take note of your reaction to this offer.




	
	You accept the terms and the owner leaves. The house is now your home and time flies by. A few months … a few years have passed. Assess the quality of your life during this time.




	
	Just as you are in the midst of doing something very important—at least it seems important to you—you hear a knock at the door. You open the door and see the owner. Notice how you react to his/her return.




	
	Now let these images fade away. Take a deep breath and open your eyes.




	
	We can consider this house as a metaphor for life. It has been given to us on uncertain terms. Are we enjoying our stay in this exquisite house—or is uncertainty in the way of fully living our life? When the time comes for that knock at the door, will we feel angry and tell the owner, “Why didn’t you drop dead someplace, I was just beginning to enjoy my stay”? Or will we welcome him/her back with a sense of gratitude for letting us be in this heavenly place?





When death beckons, some of us may be resentful, others may feel like the Indian Nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore (1962, p. 88):

When I go from hence let this be my parting word, that what I have seen is unsurpassable.

I have tasted of the hidden honey of this lotus that expands on the ocean of light, and thus am I blessed—let this be my parting word.

In this playhouse of infinite forms I have had my play and here have I caught sight of him that is formless.

My whole body and my limbs have thrilled with his touch; and if the end comes here, let it come—let this be my parting word.

POSSIBLE BENEFITS OF DEATH IMAGERY WORK

Whether one examines the death-imagery experiences of the shamans; the near-death experiences reported by Moody (1975), Ring (1980, 1984), Ring and Valarino (1998), and others (Metzner, 1986); the perinatal experiences under the influence of LSD (Grof, 2000; Grof & Halifax, 1977); or the recent death-imagery work by clinicians, they all appear to be overwhelmingly health giving and life transforming. The benefits mentioned in the literature range anywhere from deep relaxation to metaphysical awakening. This section briefly surveys a number of beneficial effects of death imagery.

Deep Relaxation

It has been reported that in the imagination, dying often turns out to be a deeply relaxing experience (Grof, 2000; Metzner, 1986; Ring &Valarino, 1998; Sheikh & Sheikh, 1991; Sheikh et al., 1979). In the beginning, subjects might experience increased anxiety, particularly those who find even the mention of death threatening. This reaction, however, tends to give way to a feeling of deep relaxation: a fully conscious, dreamlike state, which is profoundly soothing at both the physical and mental level. Preliminary laboratory work indicates a slowing down of the heartbeat, flattening of the galvanic skin response, and escaping of trapped air from the body. During death imagery, spontaneous remission of some minor psychosomatic symptoms has been noted, and George Twente (1979) has encountered cases of defecation and sexual orgasm. All of these changes can be considered as objective indicators of a deeply relaxed state of mind and body. At times, the relaxed state produced by death imagery verges on the religious. Koestenbaum (1976) describes it thus:

I felt suddenly and inexplicably that the burden and weight of living had been lifted. I felt supported. The burden of living was no longer mine alone. I sensed a current stronger than me and one in which I am only a part and which supports me as the sea supports a ship. … At that brief moment it became intuitively clear to me that the religious position that there is a God, that I can participate in His life, and that I am not really different from God but a part of Him, made sense. I felt that my body was supported by nature, so my individual awareness was supported by a cosmic consciousness…. Did I at that moment lose my freedom? No, but I did lose the sense that I was a capillary cut off from the universal bloodstream. I had a sense of continuity with all of Being, rather than the sense of separation and alienation (pp. 117-118).

Finishing the Unfinished Business

As one gives in to death imagery and enters a relaxed state, unresolved situations from the past as well as from the current scene often make their appearance spontaneously and almost beg to be reexperienced and resolved. This unfinished emotional business more often than not relates to one’s parents and potentially can be resolved through continued image therapy. One kind of unfinished situation that often emerges during death imagery is unresolved grief. At times spontaneous regrieving in imagery clears the air. In other cases, the therapist may have to intervene and manipulate certain images (Sheikh, 2001, 2003; also see Morrison’s chapter in this book).

Out-of-Body Experience

Some subjects experience a pleasurable and profoundly relaxing feeling of shedding their body. The reports include feelings of well-being, of vitality, of the freedom that perhaps a bird experiences when it is let out of its cage, and feelings of ecstasy. For example, one subject reported that she became lighter and lighter and finally floated away from her body. Suddenly she was adrift in a quiet world of blue-white light. Initially, her body tugged at her and tried to bring her back, but she did not want to come back, for she sensed that out there lay peace. In the beginning, as she floated, she had the shape of a ball, but as she traveled she began to expand and assume new shapes. Suddenly, she separated into a million little particles, mixing with the light and energy and feeling very exhilarated. As she moved farther and farther away from earthly existence, time became meaningless, and a feeling of peace engulfed her. The aftereffects of this experience were very positive. The subject reported that all her senses became very acute, that she felt spiritually revived and totally at peace with her life (Sheikh et al., 1979).

It should be noted that we have no reason to believe that these out-of-body experiences are an indication of actual projection of the psychic self, which enables the person to perceive events in a far-off location; but subjects do feel that they are doing so.

Ehrenfeld (1974) speculates that out-of-body feelings occur because of the need to believe that consciousness survives death. Palmer (1978) remarks, “Because of our religious upbringing, (whether we accept it intellectually or not) death means possibility, or at least the hope that our soul is real and will leave the body to carry on in another state. Therefore, a psychological set favoring out-of-body experiences is present in this ‘real-life’ situation” (see Neher, 1980, p. 194).

Literature on the out-of-body experiences (OBEs), particularly the ones occurring within the context of near-death experiences, has mushroomed within the last decade. A number of cases have been recorded wherein subjects supposedly reported accurate observations of events around them about which they had no other way of gaining knowledge. Consequently, several investigators have seriously entertained the possibility of actual separation of a part of us from our body during these experiences (see Ring & Valarino, 1998).

Arguments and speculations aside, the fact remains that a large number of people are capable of having profound experiences of this type, and that they find them exhilarating and deeply therapeutic. It would be worthwhile to conduct systematic research aimed at mapping the various parameters of such experiences and discovering their correlates, antecedents, and consequences. Some of that is already on its way (Alvarado, 2000).

Here and Now: Importance of the Moment

As someone once remarked, “If the stars came out only once in a lifetime, all of us would be out to see them and would be left speechless by the grandeur of that sight. However, when they appear nightly, we often go for long intervals without even noticing them (Adams, Otto, & Cowley, 1984, p. 130).

We often live in anticipation of tomorrow or in reminiscence of yesterday, and meanwhile each day is lost. Martin Buber spoke about “infusing the routines of everyday life with the breath of eternity.” He conveyed a sense of the breadth and depth that could be ours if we would give up the preoccupation with the past and develop the skill of sensing fully all that is available to us at any moment (Adams et al., 1984, p. 131).

Alan Watts (1968, 1972) remarked that people who constantly are searching for health, beauty, and fulfillment fail to grasp that they already exist on an intriguing globe floating in a fascinating universe. We have been told by numerous traditions that facing the inevitability of death can lead to the realization that the meaning of life is close at hand. It can foster a new appreciation for the value of time and the beauty and sanctity of life (Barrett, 1988; Butler, 1963; Cumming & Henry, 1961; Sheikh et al., 1979). Dostoyevsky writes in The Idiot:

This man had once been led out with the others to the scaffold and a sentence of death was read over him…. Twenty minutes later a reprieve was read to them, and they were condemned to another punishment instead. Yet the interval between those two sentences, twenty minutes or at least a quarter of an hour, he passed in fullest conviction that he would die in a few minutes. … The priest went to each in turn with a cross. He had only five minutes more to live. He told that those five minutes seemed to him an infinite time, a vast wealth…. “What if I were not to die? What if I could go back to life—what eternity! And it would all be mine! I would turn every minute into an age; I would lose nothing, I would count every minute as it passed. I would not waste one” (quoted in Barrett, 1962, p. 140).

Death and Creativity

Being aware and open to the reality of death appears to be linked to all that we value in human experience, including love and creativity. With regard to creativity, Rollo May wrote,

Creativity is a yearning for immortality.
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