
FREE INQUIRY in Creative Sociology 

MORMON NEAR DEATH EXPERIENCES 

Craig R. Lundahl 
Western New Mexico University 

INTRODUCTION In recent years, 
interest in reports of near-death 
encounters has been stimulated 
primarily by the widely publiciz
ed research on death and dying 
by Kubler-Ross (1969), and Moody 
(1975). Moody reported on 150 cas

es of persons experiencing clini
cal death, or who nearly died 
due to accident, severe injury, or 
illness. From this, Moody develop
ed a list of common elements or 
near-death experiences. Noyes and 
Kletti (1976) analyzed 114 ac
counts of near-death experiences, 
and found remarkably similar des
criptions. Sabom and Kreutziger 
(1977) interviewed fifty patients 
having near-fatal encounters, 
with results similar to those of 
the other investigators. Osis and 
Haraldsson (1977) reported on 
deathbed observations in which 
physicians and nurses completed 
questionnaires and were interview
ed concerning 442 cases in the 
United States and 435 cases in 
India. They found that 80 percent 
of the apparitions appearing to 
terminal patients were deceased 
persons and religious figures, 
and that 75 percent of the ap
paritions came to take patients 
away to a postmortem existence. 

Though accounts of near-death 
experiences have circulated among 
Mormons for many years, only a 
single study by Canning (1965) re
ported on seven Mormons who had 
died and returned to I ife. Most of 
his subjects reported a displace
ment of the conscious self from 
the physical body and saw their 
bodies lying in death. Some exper
ienced travel though "time and 
space", and six left their earthly 
environs after their death. Two 
reported that guardian angels or 
guides came to lead them, and 
several noted the vegetation, land
scape, and buildings in the after
world, as wel I as the order Ii ness 
and pleasant busyness there. 
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They described conversations with 
friends or relatives who had 
died. One respondent said that 
the dead did not appear to be at 
the same age as at the time of 
their death. Two said that the 
members of the spirit world were 
variously dressed, usually in 
white. Several subjects resisted re
turning to life. 

The uncommon number of written 
historical descriptions of near
death experiences and the openly 
expressed accounts among Mormons 
today may be explained by the 
social values of Mormons. O'Dea 
(1957, 130) noted that the Mormon's 
belief in afterlife and their social 
value system encourages the ex
change of near-death experiences 
in church meetings and elsewhere. 
Moody (1975,85) like other resear
chers, found while those with ne
ar-death experiences were certain 
of the reality of such experience, 
they also realized that today's 
society is unsympathetic and unbe-
1 ieving, so they remain silent. 

CASES Here we w i 11 compare 11 
Mormon accounts of near-death ex
perience which are distributed ov
er more than a century (lt:38-
1976) to identify persistent ele
ments. 
Case 1. (Woodruff, 1909,59) A Mor
mon woman's 1838 account was re
layed by her husband: Her spirit 
left her body, and she saw it 
lying upon the bed and the sis
ters there weeping. She looked at 
them and at me (the husband) 
and upon her babe, and wh i I e 
gazing upon the scene, two per
sons came ... carrying a coffin and 
told her they had come for her 
body. One ... told her that she 
could have her choice: ... to go 
to rest in the spirit world, or, 
on one condition, she could ... re
turn to her tabernacle and con
tinue her labors on earth. The 
condition was, that if she felt 
that she could stand by her hus
band, and ... pass though a 11 the 
cares, trials, tribulation and af
flictions of life which he would 
be cal led to pass through for the 
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