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Speaker 1 (00:03):
Hi everyone. And welcome to this episode of ask a death doula. My name is Susan O'Brien. Today is a great episode. I am so thrilled. Most of you know, what I do and how this specific area that we're gonna talk about today, I could talk about for hours and hours. So I'm a very excited here. We have a very special guest. This is a William Peters and William Peters is the founder of the shared crossing project and director of its research initiative recognized as a global leader in the field of shared death studies, he has spent decades studying end of life experiences. Previously Peters worked as a hospice volunteer with the Zen hospice project in San Francisco. And as a teacher and social worker in central and south America, a practicing psychotherapist, he holds degrees from Harvard graduate school of education and UC Berkeley. His work on end of life is informed by his therapeutic work with individuals and families facing the grief and bereavement personal experiences with death and dying across cultures and his family's own end of life journeys. His shared crossings project.com Williams book entitled a heavens at heavens door. What shared journeys to the afterlife teach about dying well, and living better will be published by Simon and Schu worldwide release January 11th, 2020, which is any moment now let's get into it. Okay, welcome. And thank you for being here.
Speaker 2 (01:36):
Thanks Suzanne. A real honor and pleasure to be with you today.
Speaker 1 (01:40):
Well, thank you. And you know, the more conversations we can have about this specific area of end of life, the better and people I have to share with you. And I was talking about this today. I recently did a newsletter and it was our largest outreach in opening and emails and it, and it was titled, do you believe in angels? And we're gonna talk all about, and I was specifically talking about these experiences that my families have seeing angels. So before we get into that, let's just do a little bit of your background, if you can, about what did bring you on the path to be in this space right now?
Speaker 2 (02:18):
Yeah, great question. I often, I, I often think about that and, uh, I mean, I think it began when I was 17 years old, old, I had a near death experience, uh, high speed skiing accident, catapulted outta my body, uh, saw, you know, moved away from the earth, went into a beautiful galaxy, then saw that light. That is just the hallmark of the near death experience. And, you know, I pled to come back, uh, into this life because I felt I had literally, I couldn't even imagine 17 years old. Why I could have this thought I, I have to go back. I have work to do, I haven't finished what I came there to do, which is very, for a near death experience or, uh, not to just stay in that beautiful realm and say, you know, I'm kind done with earth. This is so great up here, but I was different, you know, I, I came back and I didn't think about that experience for a long time.
Speaker 2 (03:13):
Yeah. And, but I, it did move me and I was also had a very, um, profound experience as a social worker in San Francisco during the aids epidemic, worked a lot with, uh, you know, primarily gay men who were ravaged by the HIV virus in those days. Very little known about it, very scary, ugly deaths. And I worked with this community for about three years. Uh, one experience in particular that I'll share was, uh, an individual by the name of Brad, Brad, uh, was, I would call, he was a death midwife in a certain way because he would, he lived in a homeless encampment, always with his brothers. These are these, like I said, these gay men who were impoverished by the disease. Yeah. And were living together. Yeah. He, he came in one morning and said, Randy died last night. And I said, oh, I'm so sorry.
Speaker 2 (04:08):
And he said, uh, he says, well, but it was so beautiful. I said, oh, it was so beautiful. Tell me more. And he proceeded to tell me that, uh, while Randy will was dying, he rose out of his body through a beautiful cylinder of light. And as Randy was at the top of that light, he looked down at his brothers and said, thank you for caring for me. And he was healed. He was beautiful. He was radiant. And he was happy. That was the first share death experience that I heard. Um, I had others in my life since then, and maybe even one before, but that's for another conversation. So those experiences really got me into this. Then I worked in hospice and saw more. And as a psychotherapist, I was focusing in end of life. And people started coming in for grief and bereavement therapy and would share these experiences. And I, and they would be discounted by most mental health professionals. But I would say, please share more. I want to hear
Speaker 1 (05:08):
We are here to share this with the world because they, people need to hear this. This is, this is the defining threshold that changes everything. Because just like that wonderful man who was at doula, his life was forever changed from that experience for the better. So I wanted to share something about your 17 year old self having the near death and kind of forgetting about that for a while. Right. But knowing in that, in that timeframe that no, I, my eye have work to do I have to go back. Um, so there's different parts of us, you know, there's like four different parts. There's this higher wisdom. There's, you know, different parts that are, you know, part of our journey. And it's interesting how we sometimes switch them up. Like, we'll have that awareness, but then we'll forget about it. It kind of gets tucked away for safekeeping or another time, or when we're more evolved in that space.
Speaker 1 (05:57):
So I, so I just love that, cuz I study this a lot and this is gonna come to later in our conversation, we're gonna talk about the spiritual wisdom of the shared crossing, the access to a, um, a universal oneness and energy that is all knowing that is all loving. Um, and again, there's a part of us that has that now, but you have to access it. So I love, I love what you just shared now. Um, then you started getting into it and you started hearing the recurring, um, same things. And again, the sad thing that I, that I hear is that people were discounted that their stories were not. And so it shuts us down. I've even had patients who don't wanna tell you always what's happening because they, they don't want their families to think they're nuts that their mother's in the room or that they see whatever. So we wanna make this a more of again, a natural experience because it, it is. And it's so common that we're gonna share today. Um, so we do have to collect for our listeners. What is a shared death experience? Would you call that S D E correct? Correct. Can you just, all right. So give us a definition of that, please.
Speaker 2 (07:07):
Yeah, thanks. So a shared death experience occurs when somebody's dying and a caregiver loved one. And in some cases, just a bystand reports that they feel like they shared in this transition. And in some cases, most observed the initial stages of the afterlife of where, where they see the dying there, or at least sense that that's where the dying's going. So that's, it, it is in the dominant mot for a shared death experience is journey. When I'm working with people, I'm always checking in, what are you sensing and feeling about this experience? And if they say something like it was static, or it is just a visitation or a vision, that's a profound experience pre death or post death, but that's not a shared death experience. A shared death experience has implicit in it, a journey, a movement from this human experience through the portal of death, on to another realm of existence. And the experiencer says, I feel like I shared in that journey.
Speaker 1 (08:25):
Okay. So we need to take this a step further now, so, okay. Thank you for that. Now it's a, it's a journey I'm hearing you are there different types of journeying?
Speaker 2 (08:38):
Yes. A great question. Oh, I love that. That just shows you've, you know, this stuff inside now. And that, with that question, I appreciate, well,
Speaker 1 (08:45):
I think like I try and do
Speaker 2 (08:46):
My best. Yeah. That's just beautiful question. So there are four types of, of shared death experiences and, and I call them modes of participation for the experiencer. There's four ways that they can experience themselves in the share death experience. This is caregiver loved one bystander. The first one, uh, by the way, these are not mutually exclusive. Okay. The first and most common one is sensing, sensing that a loved one or some person is transitioning is dying. Okay. And that can be remote. Okay. It's most, it's most commonly remote and it can also be bedside. But the reason why sensing is so important is because you can have this experience and not even be at a bedside, you can be halfway around the globe and get a sense that someone you love is ha is transitioning. You might not even know that that they're actually dying, but you may get a sense that something's happening for someone.
Speaker 2 (09:56):
Yeah. And the way these usually come out is they get a call from someone a few hours later, Hey, I didn't wanna tell you your mother died. And they're like, what? I just had this experience. So, and the type of experience we're talking about here is usually for the sensing, it's highly energetic. There's a sense often not clear, but a that something has gone. It's an intuitive something in your gut, in your body. Something's not right here. Something's happened to so and so or something. Yeah. It's just this knowing and, and people, as you already identified, people are afraid in our culture to share these experiences. So when they get an opportunity to share with, with us and you know, my research team really encourages this, you'll hear there's a lot. There's a lot of phenomena there experiencing, okay. So that's the first one mode.
Speaker 2 (10:46):
One of, of, uh, participation of our modes of participation is sensing usually at a distance. Second one is witnessing phenomena to nearing death or are just death in general. These phenomena are really, if you were to boil it down, this is the near death experience phenomena. This is witnessing deceased, loved ones, um, or witnessing the dying in this transition or witnessing elevated being you referred earlier to angels. Yes, that would be a, something to witness also heavenly realms, also the brilliant light, this luminous light, um, and also a boundary they'll witness a boundary to which they can, they can get close to, but they realize, oh, the dying is gonna pass over over that. And I have to go back to my life. That's witnessing a phenomenon and there's more phenomena, but those are the main ones. Okay. And then the third way that you can experience this is our third mode of participation is accompanying.
Speaker 2 (11:53):
So you can accompany. That means the way we test for this in a certain way is that you move along with the dying on this journey. You actually are moving along this pathway to the afterlife for lack of a better term. And that, that include, of course the sensing and the witnessing of unusual are death related phenomena. So there's that one accompanying. And then there's a last mode, which is just spectacular, is guiding the experiencer reports that I felt like I was brought into this experience to guide the dying in this pathway. So those are the four modes right there.
Speaker 1 (12:36):
Yeah. All right. Beautiful explanation. I have a lot of questions for you please, because I've been with a lot of people, right? I've been honored and privileged to be with a lot of people. And some of this is overlapping, but I wanna talk about some of the experiences I had and see where you put this in, in the bucket. One of the things that is so beautiful is that we, I call it the universal language of death, right? That there's so many similarities that happen towards that end, that happen in all different religions and cultures. And in my, um, experience. And what I believe is that my patients many times go back and forth before they, they leave be because they wake up from these naps or sleep with all this new information. And there's just this energy and this piece and, and serenity. But a lot of times too, they'll talk about past loved ones being in the room with them or angelic figures, mostly it's past loved ones. Um, so let me ask you this, the, the that's sitting bedside, the caregiver, if your mom is in the bed and she says, my mom is here, is that a shared death experience? Or that is yeah. More just witnessing what they're
Speaker 2 (13:45):
Doing. Boy, that's a great question. And I want to just say, you know, we have a whole spectrum of end of life experiences that, uh, as a hospice worker and studying in this field, that we have like seven different experiences. And, but once again, uh, I wanna be really clear these, the shared death experience and whether, uh, labels I'm gonna give in a moment here. These are very loose handles. In other words, we don't wanna get too hung up on them. I, I, I like to say these are handles that can help us navigate this terrain. One thing you said that is so, um, I mean, spot on is that there seems, there seems to be that the dying is titrating back and forth between this earth realm and into what lies beyond. Yes. Yeah. And like, you know, you having sat with so many people have seen and witnessed this.
Speaker 2 (14:44):
So to be really clear, one thing we look at, because what you are describing could be a pre-death dream vision or visitation, and they're, as you know, they're very common. Uh, I mean the most up to date research is on, this is from Dr. Christopher Kerr and he says about 80% of his patients at the Buffalo hospice, inpatient have a pred dream revision. So I actually don't like the term pred death dream. It's not a dream. A dream is something different. That's right. Yeah. So what you're describing sounds to me like a visit or a vision from a deceased loved one that the caregiver is observing. Like if your mother's there and you know, the daughter is there, the daughter's caring for the mother and she observes her mother talking to a deceased relative, or even better yet she, uh, her mother wakes up and says, oh, I was just talking my mother, um, that's a pre-death vision or visitation. Now at some point, the dying process begins and a journey begins. Now what's so important in the literature is that when you get pre-death visions or visitations, what often happens is one of the main communications is get ready. That's right.
Speaker 1 (16:16):
That's prepare yourself.
Speaker 2 (16:17):
That's exactly right. Yeah. We're
Speaker 1 (16:19):
And there's time
Speaker 2 (16:20):
Stamp there. That's that exactly right. The journey hasn't begun yet and got
Speaker 1 (16:27):
Right
Speaker 2 (16:28):
There. It's right there. So, so yeah. So your question is great. I mean, in a certain way, it doesn't make it a, a difference in a certain way, but it, but the idea is that we denote, um, the shared death experience begins when that journey begins. Got it. And, and where there's ways that we can figure it out. And it's fascinating, but I think the ultimate, um, teaching here is that our loved ones are in communication with departed loved ones on the other side, they're getting assistance and it's all seemingly arranged and kind, and loving and organized and
Speaker 1 (17:09):
Natural and universal. Yes. I, I love when you said let's not, let's not like be so attached to the, the title and the label. And I love that. And that's really important because that's how we live our world with like tagging everything and making it fit in a box. And that's, this is more of that universal, um, you know, awareness consciousness. It's really all about unconditional love and connection. So I, I love that. And I think that we really want listeners to hear that there is this period of time where there are certain things that happen with many people around the world at that end of life, that being visited by loved ones, which I'm told they come to help cross you over, which makes perfect sense and is so beautiful, is really letting you know, to get ready for that departure. But also I wanna explain and share what I believe is happening from a scientific standpoint, because just like you said, when people are, you tell a story, and I remember telling these stories early on in my journey, and it was beautiful story with the person said at the end of life.
Speaker 1 (18:10):
And I remember this person came up to me after, and he said, that was so beautiful, but can you prove it? And I was like, can I prove it? And I didn't even think cuz it's so NA it's so like real to me. And I was like, well, I can't prove it, but can you prove that it didn't happen? But then I did look into it and the science of physics, you know, studies, energy and energy cannot by a scientific di definition cannot be destroyed. It can only change form and they've they've measured the megahertz and everything. So what I believe is happening as our we're four bodies of energy, physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual, and as the physical starts to diminish and decline that spiritual starts to grow. And I believe that's where it, at one point people have one foot in this world and one foot in the next and it is incredibly powerful.
Speaker 1 (18:55):
And I think just letting us understand that has just again and listening to the wisdom when, when people share, they have all this new knowledge, it's almost like they were able to now pass a threshold of infinite and intelligence making sense of everything that happened in their lives. You know, I understand now it's all about love forgiveness. I know why that happened. There's a, there's a real beautiful, organic, natural window of opportunity there that when people are honored to bear, witness and privilege to be in that space of end of life and experiencing that their whole life from that moment on changes. And the fact that we've removed one of our greatest teachers about how to live, which is death, um, is to me contributing to the major chaos that we have out there. So you really alluded to that. Um, you know, these things that say get ready, but I think there's a much big your meaning to what we see here about what, how we can live and what, what is happening. So I'd like to go into that direction if we can, please. All right. So I wanna share with you and ask you, what do you think the benefits to our world would be if we, again, brought back the natural and sacredness of this end of life experience and these shared crossings and things that happen at the bedside, how do you think our world could benefit from that?
Speaker 2 (20:24):
Wow, that's a beautiful question. Hmm. You know, I think it's the most basic level. I think we would come together as families, as communities and, and simply talk, connect, express, uh, love each other with death as part of life. Not as something that we push off, I'm not saying that, you know, we want to hasten the arrival of death. What I am saying is that with the knowledge of these experiences and others that we've already discussed, we can bring the mystery, the grandeur, the beauty, the awe inspiring reality, that death is right into the center of our families and communities. And talk about that. We can share stories with one another and as we share the stories that, um, some of which we're talking about today, it, it really makes death more human and less something. That's a failure of some medical or, or a, an unfortunate reality, right?
Speaker 2 (21:54):
It's, it's not, it's, it's it's as integral to life as birth is, and we need to honor it. And what the practical changes could be would be that, um, weed share these stories with one another and as communities, we would totally redo the rituals around death completely. And, and I do think there are some Mo models for that, which I know you're a well of aware of Suzanne, something like, you know, the whole, uh, ours, Moe work that in the middle ages of Europe, when the people gathered at the monasteries to honor the dying and there was all the music and all the ritual and you know, it, and these were multi, um, cultural experiences because this was a crossroads that brought in Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Celtic wisdom. So we have a, we're not gonna go back and do that. But the idea is that this one, what we're doing is not natural.
Speaker 2 (22:56):
This is really, uh, protracted, inefficient, unhealthy response to fear of death and anything we can do to bring death and, and all its grandeur into our everyday conversations, the better we're gonna be. And the most practical level medical care would have to change. In other words, our relationship, yeah. To end of life care, um, would change dramatically in the most common area. And you could speak to this far more wisely than I can having, having, you know, been an oncology nurse, um, is that people would not choose a lot of the interventions that are going to maybe give them a bit more time, but, but cause them a great deal of pain, not just for themselves, but for the loved ones who have to endure watching their beloved suffer for a few more days, weeks. What have you, when the is, Hey, let's accept death. Let's talk about how we wanna live this final chapter together. Let's bring our loved ones together and let's celebrate the life you've had and choreo choreograph, the, the death that you want.
Speaker 1 (24:18):
Love, love, love. So it's so funny because when I got into hospice care and oncology care and I, and I feel very, um, again, privileged that I worked worked, I lived in a medical family. My father was a doctor. My mother was in the hospital and I always heard from a very young age about illness and about people dying. So I was not, uh, shielded from that. I knew that that was a reality. And so then when I got into nursing and it was not going well, I, oh, let me go to hospice. I was called there. And um, I know we'll be better there. Right? Cause hospice is end of life. And it wasn't, and it wasn't. And I said, how in the world did something that is a hundred percent guaranteed in our, in our journey become so far removed. So feared. And then it took about a year and a half before I saw a really beautiful death.
Speaker 1 (25:09):
And I said, I remember it was in the oncology unit. And I remember walking out of that room and I said, if people knew death could be like that, if they knew that they would never be afraid, so I'm gonna tell them. So it kind of started my journey, but I wanna also just go back on what you said about how it will change our lives. I think one of the things that I was most struck by early on is how we are all so similar. It does not matter where you live in the world, how much money you have, what color you are, your religion, we all die the same way. We all have that same humanity in us. And if we new, if we just absorbed that, that we're so much more similar than different and brought that into our world today. Well, first of all, that would be a game changer.
Speaker 1 (25:57):
But then death has taught me that, you know, time is our most valuable commodity and it's not about, and it's about connection. It's not about the goals it's about right here together right now. Um, there's just so much that this could teach us. And you said all of that. I mean, it's really a game changer and I love that we've been dying for thousands of years. We know how to do this. And in fact, one of the greatest awarenesses that that is ever come is, wait a minute. Death is not a medical experience. It's actually a human one. And I think, and every time I say that to our groups, cause I'll ask is death and medical. They're like, oh yeah. And I'm like, no, it's actually you one. They're like, oh, wait a minute. It's great to have medical support and care, but it's a human experience. And if we bring back that awareness into it and it's a holistic one, this could change the whole dynamic of what we're doing here and take pressure off the medical profession, which we're looking at. If you have a patient die, you failed. And that is, you know, that's horrendous. So there's a lot of learning within this space that I love.
Speaker 2 (27:04):
I, I love hearing you talk about it because you're, you're spot on everything you're sharing. I have, you know, witnessed in my own way for my own interactions. And boy, you know, as a psychotherapist, it is so sad for me to have know loved ones who are grieving they're in bereavement therapy with me, talk about how painful the end of life experience they've had with their loved one is and how they wish they'd done it different, but not having had the knowledge or the choices or yeah. Or, or the guidance for, from our culture and, you know, from, you know, a lot of parts of our medical system. So, uh, so yeah, I, I mean, I hope that, that the research that, you know, I and my team have done and bringing these shared death experiences and other end of life experiences, what we discussed into the, the, the consciousness of the general public, that two things will happen.
Speaker 2 (28:06):
Primarily one people are gonna realize that they've had these experiences. Yeah. And that there was never a name for them. And that they were actually kind of afraid to bring it up in the setting they were in, or just didn't know how they'd be looked at. And that this body of work can AF them. Yes. Give them the validation that they can say I had this, it was meaningful. Yeah. And then the second thing is for these people and others to say, I want to have this experience for myself and for my loved ones. And I want to work with people who can help me have that, you know, the increase, the possibility of having not just shared death experiences, but be ready for the things you've brought up. Oh, wait a minute. I, I think I see her, you know, we've seen this a ton, Suzanne, the reaching out, I think she's reaching out for somebody. I see her eyes glaring into the distance. Yeah. And I think, you know, Hey, you know what, mom, you know, I notice you're reaching, um, I'm, can you tell me what's going on here? Or, and, and to recognize that there's, this is not a, a need to call for medical intervention to calm mother down. It's an opportunity to engage or to observe whatever feels most appropriate. But to know this is a pre-death vision that she's having and you are privy and blessed to observe it
Speaker 1 (29:33):
And to feel it and to know it. And this is the univer, this is the universal language of death. This happens everywhere in the world. And wow, isn't that just, we are so together in this. Yeah. Um, so I love that. And again, a hundred years ago, a grandmother used to hand down this skill of caring for somebody at the end of life, to a grandchild. We've removed that for multiple reasons. You know, life expectancy, doubled medical advances, this fear of death developed. And we don't know the thing about most of us, how to care for someone at the end of life yet, that's what we ask families to do. Even on hospice care as the hospice nurse, I came in, I managed the care, but you know, it's up to the family to do it. It's not a very solid model right now. We've gotta get this conversation and teaching and whatever we can share out into the world you're doing just that. So William, I love it. So very much. Can you please tell our listeners how they can learn more about you and how they can get your book?
Speaker 2 (30:29):
Thank you. Uh, well, so I'm the director of the shared crossing project and we have a website, uh, shared crossing.com. Uh, so you can find me and my staff there as well. And I also wanna, uh, encourage your listeners to go to our shared crossing story library because we have just launched, uh, a series. It's a library that has videos of people sharing, right. Their shared death experiences. So this is the first time this has happened. You can just go and you can see a series of ordinary people like you and I talking about their shared death experience. And it's really, it's a good, um, it just gives a good explanation description for these experiences. So there's that, um, and my book, um, is at heaven's door. What shared crossings, excuse me, what share journeys to the afterlife, teach about dying well and living better, and you can get it wherever books are sold. Um, you know, I always encourage people if you can't, if you have a local bookstore, someone sure who, you know is in your community, go to them and ask them if they'll carry it or order it for you. Uh, this is so wonderful to, I always try to be low and close to home. Yeah, totally.
Speaker 1 (31:46):
Yeah. We'll have all your links down below everyone. Um, because this, again, for me in my space, when I talk about any of this subject, the sacredness of it, it, it really brings so much peace to people. It helps heal their grief and it helps inspire them about this life's journey. That can seem very heavy at times. So let's, let's have this conversation, let's share what we know so that we can bring healing and peace to one another and know that we're in this together.
Speaker 2 (32:14):
Uh, yeah, I'm so glad Suzanne, that you are doing what you're doing. You know, you are one of the most respected pioneers in the, in this, in this field of doing, you know, know you call yourself a death, doula, death midwife. Um, and I can't tell you how many people have done your trainings and have shared with me. This is, this has changed my life. And I know you have such a wonderful vision for bringing your work to the world and I'm a hundred percent behind you. So thank you for having me.
Speaker 1 (32:43):
It's an honor. Thank you so very much so to be continued with you. So thank you for being our guest. I am so inspired. We will have more again, I'm sure we're gonna be doing lots of things together in the future, but for now, everyone. Thank you so very much again, William Peters for this inspirational, um, talk and I have the book and I love it. So we will again, continue this conversation. I wanna thank you for being a guest on ask a death doula, and we will see you all in the next episode.
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