TO LIVE AGAIN PEOPLE WHO HAVE FELT THE BRIEF TOUCH OF THE GRIM REAPER SHARE STORIES ABOUT WHAT IT'S LIKE TO COME BACK FROM DEATH.
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Document Text
The bizarre stories are spilling from those gathered - men and women, white collars and blue, teen-agers and adults. Tales of floating down a dark tunnel toward a bright light, meeting angels cloaked in velvet robes, of talking but never moving their mouths, seeing Jesus, Allah, even demons.

Although eyes are wide, no one laughs - it's against the rules. Each can relate to the stories. That's why they're here.

The South Florida chapter of the International Association for Neath-Death Studies has met the first Friday of each month since October. It is a gathering of those whose lives have been interrupted - and often renewed - by a brief moment of physical death. Many of those in attendance, like Terry Gilder, 53, have kept their experiences secret for fear of being called a crackpot. When Gilder's heart stopped during surgery nine years ago, he says, he rose above his body and watched as doctors revived him with electric shock. He saw his life flash by, like a slide show, the good things as well as the mistakes he'd made.

Now he feels he has a chance to make good on the mistakes.

"I'm not a religious person, but I gotta tell you, my whole life has changed since then," Gilder says. Organized by Dr. Barbara Rommer, a Fort Lauderdale internist, and Dr. Joyce Strom, a Pompano Beach psychologist, the group doesn't seek to prove or disprove near-death experiences, but to support people who believe they have had them.

"I'm finding that often people have tried to tell their doctors and nurses and families and were told essentially to shut up," says Rommer, who has conducted more than 170 interviews with so-called NDErs. She plans to publish her findings in a book to add to the growing data on out-of-body experiences.

"I'm just a guy, and it happened to me," says Gilder, who has attended the meetings since confiding in Rommer about his own experience. "I don't feel like I'm out of sync or out of whack anymore."

Rommer's interest was born during her residency at the Veteran's Administration Hospital in Manhattan in 1971, when a patient's life had been saved during a heart attack. Hospital staff cut through his rib cage and massaged his heart with their hands until it resumed beating.

"He was very angry, telling us that where he had been, he wanted to stay," says Rommer. "My student interns looked at me and I looked at them and it was just a question of who was going to be the first to suggest a psychiatric consult for this patient."

As the years passed, she heard more such stories. Rommer also noticed her elderly patients, many faced with terminal illnesses, were often very frightened of death. But those who claimed to have died and come back were never afraid, even if their experience had been terrifying, as many are described.

"I found myself on a quest," says Rommer, who met Strom when she began her research in earnest about a year ago. "I really needed to know."

Strom joined the International Association of Near-Death Studies - researchers representing cardiologists, psychiatrists and others in the medical profession who detected more to death than defeat - when it held its first invitational conference in Pembroke Pines in 1984.

Strom's son had died on his 14th birthday in 1982, after being hit by a drunken driver. She needed to understand how he could have been taken from her. She also hoped to find an explanation for the mysterious phenomena occurring around her home - music boxes playing spontaneously, jewelry being moved around, a fragrance in the air that could only have come from her son, Michael. At times she says she even saw his "ethereal" outline walking through the house.

So she wrote to Dr. Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, author of the landmark book On Death and Dying. Kubler-Ross surprised Strom by writing back, referring her to the association.

"{The group) gave me comfort," Strom says. "It validated my own sense of spirituality."She says that learning more about near-death experiences led her to the conclusion that her son may have had a choice whether to live or die. "I've learned to respect his decision," she says.

The monthly meetings of the South Florida chapter draw about 50 people - some with experiences to share, others just to listen. Some, like Strom, have encountered strange beings, feelings and odors that they think may be related to their own dearly departed.

Although the stories range widely, from visiting with angels who consult huge books of judgment to being thrust into black pits filled with horrific suffering and despair, there are many similarities. Most recall communicating, but not with words, rather through a telepathic sort of understanding. Most seem to encounter experiences that relate to their own religious point of view. When they come to, they have a sense of serenity and calmness and a new outlook on life.

"After the experience you definitely develop a different concept and value of life," says Thomas Hageman, of Oakland Park, who dreamed that a friend, part Cherokee Indian, rescued him from a panel of angels who seemed ready to send him on. The dream came during a liver transplant operation. Hageman says the dream itself was quite strange - right out of a Batman movie - but the really strange thing was that his friend had the very same dream at the same time.

"A lot of people equate it with religion, but for me it was more a spiritual experience," Hageman says. "Now I tend to realize how fortunate I am to be here to enjoy the little blessings that we have. I try not to be impatient with people - to wear the white hat instead of the black hat."

"People come back with a lot of wisdom," agrees Rommer. "They learn that the golden rule is where it's at, and to love and to forgive others. It's just unbelievable. I wish I could bottle and sell it and give it to everyone as a Christmas present."

Even so, for some people the experience is harrowing. Rommer describes a man who was so frightened to find himself in the tunnel that he tried to turn around and crawl back out of it. "I believe in my heart of hearts that if he had been in that tunnel longer the light would have gotten bigger and brighter and he would have felt the love and warmth that people experience. But he just had to bolt out of there. He had absolute fear."

And that, she says, is the crux of her quest. Like a gift, she wants everyone to find the love that life - and perhaps death - is made of.

"I don't want people to fear death. That's really it."

IF YOU GO

What: The South Florida chapter of the International Association of Near-Death Studies

When: 7 to 8:30 p.m., the first Friday of each month

Where: University Pavilion, Columbia Hospital, 7425 N. University Drive, Tamarac

Information: Dr. Barbara Rommer, 954-491-2240; or Dr. Joyce Strom, 954-943-4995

READINGS

Dr. Barbara Rommer and Dr. Joyce Strom recommend the following paperback books on life after death:

Embraced by the Light, by Betty J. Eadie, Bantam Books, $5.99

-- Life After Life, by Raymond A. Moody Jr., Bantam Books, $5.99

-- Reflections on Life After Life, by Raymond A. Moody Jr., Bantam Books, $5.99

-- The Light Beyond, by Raymond A. Moody Jr., Bantam Books, $5.99

-- Heading Toward Omega, by Kenneth Ring, William Morrow and Co., $8.95

-- After the Light, by Kimberly Clark Sharp, Avon Mass Market, $5.99

-- Transformed by the Light, by Melvin Morse, Ivy Books, $5.99

-- Saved by the Light, by Dannion Brinkley, Harperpaper Mass Mar ket, $5.99
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PHOTOS 2; Caption: Staff photo/JIM VIRGA (color) "I'm just a guy and it happened to me. I don't feel like I'm out of sync or out of whack anymore." - Terry Gilder, whose heart stopped during surgery nine years ago Staff photo/DIANE BRADFORD Barbara Rommer, left, and Joyce Strom supervise the Florida chapter of the International Association for Near-Death Studies and a support group.
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Abstract (Document Summary)

The South Florida chapter of the International Association for Neath-Death Studies has met the first Friday of each month since October. It is a gathering of those whose lives have been interrupted - and often renewed - by a brief moment of physical death. Many of those in attendance, like Terry Gilder, 53, have kept their experiences secret for fear of being called a crackpot. When Gilder's heart stopped during surgery nine years ago, he says, he rose above his body and watched as doctors revived him with electric shock. He saw his life flash by, like a slide show, the good things as well as the mistakes he'd made.

"I'm not a religious person, but I gotta tell you, my whole life has changed since then," Gilder says. Organized by Dr. Barbara Rommer, a Fort Lauderdale internist, and Dr. Joyce Strom, a Pompano Beach psychologist, the group doesn't seek to prove or disprove near-death experiences, but to support people who believe they have had them.

"I'm finding that often people have tried to tell their doctors and nurses and families and were told essentially to shut up," says Rommer, who has conducted more than 170 interviews with so-called NDErs. She plans to publish her findings in a book to add to the growing data on out-of-body experiences.
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