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After...  

Not in my seventeen years of living has a close relative, friend, or 

neighbor passed away. I have never been to a funeral, cemetery or morgue and 

have never seen a spirit or apparition. Although I am completely unexposed 

and inexperienced in dealing with the end of life, it strikes a chord of fascination 

inside me. No, this is not a phase of buying black clothes and wearing dark eye 

shadow while talking about my favorite death metal bands in a conveniently 

artistic monotone. This is more of a spiritual wonder, an interest turned 

obsession that I've been compelled to explore. What is death? This is the 

question to which I posed an answer in the form of a screenplay earlier this 

year: life is a long hallway with a blind turn at the end, that turning point is death. 

It is not an end, but it is the start of a new hallway where no one in ours has 

been. Perhaps the purpose of our present hallway is to ponder what lies in the 

next one, but for now all we know is that this is what we have. This life is our 

only guarantee right now; we are already here, so we should live to the fullest. 

To help us handle the reality of death, some of us need faith, others need 

religious text, and many don't believe we continue after death. Because there is 

no proof on what are experiences that shape people’s views on death and 

afterlife?  

One close friend who I knew had a strong grasp of his beliefs on life, 

death, and afterlife was Dirk Damonte, Minister of Worship and Community Life 

at Los Altos United Methodist Church. In his office at the back edge of the 

church, he shared with me his experience of being with his father as he faced 



death. Dirk has been working at the church for 30 years, and death is a subject 

that is in frequent exchange around him. 

 As he sits back and rests one leg over the other, his hands cross and 

his eyes look to the small table in front of us. On it were a dozen rocks and four 

or five small clay pots. These were belongings of his father, Roy, who had 

made the pots himself. Roy had also worked at the church as the director of 

education. "The year before he retired, he had a fairly major heart attack, and a 

lot of complications associated with that."1 Dirk's tone grows somber as he 

approaches the more difficult part of Roy's story. "He had been living with 

diabetes for a long time. He was not a particularly in-control diabetic, he took 

insulin but his blood sugar went back and forth pretty wildly." The diabetes led 

to more heart and other complications, and Roy's body was clearly 

deteriorating.  

"Probably the last two years of his life, he just really, really declined 

dramatically, and it was a slow decline until that point." When describing his 

own feelings during his father's transition, Dirk tells me, "Part of it was just 

watching him; it was almost like he had a foot in each world. He would come 

back to reality here, and sometimes be very lucid and know everyone around 

him and know what was going on. And sometimes he would be just so far 

gone that you really got a sense that he was moving into another reality." Roy's 

mental state before death was a mystery to the rest of his family. Many people 

who are near death are said to be very delusional, but perhaps they are not 

experiencing confusion but clarity. Dirk's eyes blur as his mind falls into 



remembering, "When somebody you love so much dies..." he pauses and 

laces his fingers, resting them over his crossed leg. "Dad didn't die right in front 

of my eyes, but I think he died about 15 minutes after I left, so I really think he 

was waiting for me to leave."  

Dirk's wife, Carol, shared with me the experience of watching Roy's life 

come to an end from her perspective. We sat in the youth room at the church 

where she works with Dirk in youth ministry. "He was in bed the last year of his 

life, at home. And one of the stories that comes out to me was at a period of 

time, maybe a couple months before he died, he shared with us about the lady 

in black who came to talk to him." 2 Carol goes on to describe to me a spirit 

who came to visit Roy in the final stages of life. As she tells me the story, her 

eyes close tight around certain thoughts as if reaching to grasp them from her 

memory. "And I asked was he scared, and he said, 'Oh no, it was very peaceful.' 

I asked him, a couple times after that, 'Have you seen the lady in black again? 

Has she come back to see you?' he said, 'No she hasn't been back'."  

This story ignited within me thoughts of marvel, and we carried on the 

discussion of visible spirits and how they tie into the cycle of life and death. I 

had always been interested in spirits in the visual form, ghosts or angels. 

Sightings of ghosts always seem to appear at night, often in cemeteries or old, 

historic buildings. The ties between these visions and death are clear, and it 

makes me wonder if there is meaning to who sees these apparitions and 

when. Carol goes on to tell me of her sister, Cathy's, experience with seeing 

angels when she was near death in a hospital a year and a half ago. "In her 



room in the hospital, she was aware enough to see in the corner of the room 

that the whole part of the room was filled with angels. It just was clear it was 

angels." Hearing this makes me ask myself if there is a reason that people 

near death have spirits come and speak with them. Is there something that 

people on their deathbeds can see that us living can't?  

Sightings of apparitions on the deathbed are quite common and very 

similar throughout all different cultures, religions, and parts of the world. Of the 

ten percent of people conscious right before death, about fifty to sixty percent 

see familiar figures, often family members who have since passed, escorting 

them to the other side. Professor of Physics at the Royal College of Science in 

Dublin, Sir William Barret, wrote in his book, Deathbed Visions, of his 

unprecedented scientific studies of many accounts of spiritual deathbed 

sightings. In one of his studies, he found that a child claimed he saw an angel, 

but it did not have wings. This child was surprised because he thought that all 

angels had wings; so if this was, in fact a hallucination induced by the child's 

dying brain, the angel would have been created in the child's imagination as 

one with wings. Although it is extremely rare, there have been accounts of other 

people in the room seeing the spirit forms that the dying person is seeing.3  

What struck me in reading about deathbed visions was one amazing 

similarity it has with near death experiences. All people of all cultures and 

religions globally who have had either deathbed visions or near death 

experiences report almost identical stories. In my conversation with Carol, she 

tells me that she has met many people through the church who have 



experienced near death. "The same vision comes for people of all faiths as 

people of no faith. This long tunnel of light moving towards something that feels 

remarkably peaceful, safe, like the journey you just are longing to get there; and 

at the end there's always some sort of figure that is recognizable." People who 

have been pulled back from death experience these visions, but medically are 

pulled back to life. This perspective of death, for a person of no Christian faith, 

is a more peaceful and reassuring one, not like that of many Christian 

depictions of hell, which is where the not-faithful are said to be sent. Although 

she has met numerous people with near death experiences, Carol tells me, "I 

have yet to hear from anyone that they wanted to come back." 

 This life is the only thing we are given when we are born, and the only 

thing we lose when we die. When it is our time, we leave our materials, our 

bodies, and our loved ones behind on earth. Something inside every human 

connects at some point with a force that some call science, others call the 

paranormal, and many call God, and this force births a natural amazement of 

life, death, and beyond that within our minds. Death is a part of life; and whether 

it is the blind turn at the end of a hallway, or the light at the end of a tunnel, right 

now is our only guarantee. This life is all we can know for certain, and perhaps 

in this time, it is our job to wonder what is to come. 
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