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Abstract

This Paper Offers the first comprehensive critique of the naturalistic psychological

explanation that interprets near-death experiences (NDEs) as mere rereading or
reconstruction of brain-stored memories. Physicalists claim that classic NDE
features—out-of-body perception, tunnel experience, life review, luminous
beings—are nothing but neural reactivation of archived personal engrams under
clinical-death stress. Shakerin distinguishes two variants: reincarnation-linked
memories (rooted in metempsychosis) and current-life memory replay. Employing
library research and rational-analytical evaluation, he demonstrates that neither
variant succeeds. The reincarnational account lacks empirical support and deviates
from the established NDE core pattern. The current-life variant collapses under
veridical data (accurate perceptions of hidden objects, surgical details during flat
EEG), perceptual anomalies (360° vision, undistorted underwater sight, hyper-
speed life review without blur), reports by congenitally blind individuals who gain
sight, children’s accounts of unknown deceased relatives, shared experiences
across cultures and physiology, and profound post-experiential transformations
unexplained by ordinary reminiscence. The hypothesis rests on false analogies,
contradicts known neurophysiology and optics, and cannot accommodate present-
time or future-oriented information later verified. Shakerin concludes that NDEs
resist reduction to memory reconstruction, thereby supporting non-material soul
dualism and afterlife beliefs while falsifying anthropological physicalism.
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Introduction

Near-death experiences have been documented since antiquity and entered
systematic study with Raymond Moody’s 1975 seminal work. Individuals who
reach clinical death—Iloss of vital signs and medical certification of death—
yet revive report vivid, structured encounters in another realm. Core
components include feelings of peace, out-of-body travel, passage through a
tunnel, life review, meetings with luminous beings, and reluctance to return.
Philosophers of religion and theologians increasingly ask whether these
reports, assuming reporter sincerity and actual occurrence, constitute genuine
perceptions of a non-material reality or mere brain-generated illusions.
Naturalistic explanations fall into socio-cultural, physiological, or
psychological categories. Among the psychological accounts, the memory-
reconstruction hypothesis asserts that NDEs are simply the brain’s rereading
of previously archived memories under extreme conditions. This paper
provides the first independent, comprehensive critique of that specific
hypothesis, demonstrating its scientific, phenomenological, and logical failure
and defending the transcendent, veridical character of NDEs.

The Memory Reconstruction Hypothesis and Its Two Variants

The hypothesis appears in two main forms. The first ties NDE elements—
especially life review—to memories of previous incarnations, drawing from
reincarnation doctrines originating in Vedic and Upanishadic thought. It
suggests that experiencers relive past lives stored in the soul or subtle body.
This variant, however, possesses no empirical corroboration, appears in only
scattered reports, and is absent from Moody’s extensive database; Moody
himself found no direct evidence of reincarnation. Core NDE patterns do not
revolve around past bodies, rendering the connection an unsupported
speculation.

The second and more widespread variant claims that NDEs reconstruct
memories from the experiencer’s current life. The tunnel is interpreted as a
replay of birth (emerging from the womb), while life review is rapid neural
reactivation of stored visual and emotional engrams. Under clinical death,
the dying brain supposedly replays archived experiences, creating the
illusion of transcendence. Shakerin subjects both variants to rigorous
examination, showing that neither withstands scrutiny.

NDEs contain numerous elements that exceed ordinary personal memory.
Veridical perceptions—accurate observations of distant or concealed events



Rereading Memories or a New Experience: A Critical Review of ... | 37

(e.g., a shoe on a high ledge later confirmed, precise surgical instruments
during Pam Reynolds’ flat-EEG operation)—concern present-time
information unavailable through normal senses or prior knowledge. Such
data cannot be reconstructed from archived memories because they were
unknown to the experiencer at the time of storage.

Perceptual anomalies further refute the hypothesis. Life reviews unfold in
“hyper-reality”: decades of events, including minute details and associated
emotions, occur in seconds with perfect three-dimensional clarity and stable
temporal flow. Known neurophysiology cannot support the required frame
rates (e.g., replaying one day’s visual input in one second demands over
200,000 fps without blur or stroboscopic distortion), yet experiencers report
pristine, undistorted vision. Visual geometry violates optics: distant objects
remain as sharp as near ones; underwater scenes appear undistorted (contrary
to refraction, scattering, and depth-distortion documented in vision science);
360° panoramic vision occurs without head movement; and intense light is
viewed directly without retinal damage or discomfort—phenomena absent
from ordinary visual memory.

Congenitally blind individuals, who lack any visual memory or even
visual dreams, report clear, accurate sight during NDEs (e.g., Vicki’s case, in
which she identified her wedding ring and described room details later
verified). This “mindsight” cannot derive from stored visual engrams.
Children’s NDEs similarly feature veridical elements (e.g., meeting an
unknown deceased sibling later confirmed by parents) despite minimal life
experience, contradicting reliance on personal archives.

Shared NDEs—identical experiences reported simultaneously by multiple
individuals, including deathbed witnesses—cross-cultural consistencies
(tunnel, luminous beings), and profound transformative effects (radical value
shifts, loss of death fear, heightened empathy) far exceed any known effects
of ordinary memory recall. The hypothesis commits multiple false-analogy
fallacies, ignores data contradicting established neurophysiological and
optical laws, and offers no mechanism for future-oriented or previously
unknown information later corroborated.

Conclusion

Shakerin demonstrates that the memory-reconstruction hypothesis fails to
explain near-death experiences. It lacks empirical support, conflicts with
verified data and scientific laws, and rests on strained analogies that overlook
qualitative differences between NDEs and ordinary memory recall. Veridical
perceptions, reports by the congenitally blind, children’s accounts, shared
experiences, and transformative impacts all point beyond brain function to



38 | Journal of Philosophical Theological Research, Vol. 27, No. 4, 2026

independent consciousness and a non-material soul. NDEs thus constitute
genuine evidence for dualist anthropology and postmortem survival,
decisively undermining physicalist reductionism. This critique highlights the
necessity for philosophy of religion and theology to engage NDE evidence on
its own terms rather than dismiss it through unsubstantiated naturalistic
models. Future research must address these veridical and transcendent
dimensions explicitly.
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7. adventures beyond the body
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