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When Someone You Love Dies — What Death Is and What Remains

Sub-article of the Relationships pillar (Wheel of Harmony), written for the bereaved. Companion to Grief and Mourning. See also: Life After Death, The Human Being, Dying Consciously, Wheel of Relationships.



The one you love has died, and has not ended. The body you knew, held, fed and finally watched go still has returned to the elements it was made of. Whoever lived in it continues. Harmonism holds this as doctrine, the five great maps of the soul, drawn by civilizations some of which never met, all testify to it, and the people who have come back from the edge of death describe it from the inside. What changed on the day of the death is the form of the bond. It now runs between a soul still in a body and a soul no longer in one.

None of this asks you to hurt less. The pain measures the bond, and the bond is what survived.




1. What Has Happened

Death dissolved the body and released the soul it housed. Anyone who has sat beside a body in the hours after death knows the strangeness of it: every feature in place, the hands you know, the face, and the person plainly absent. That absence is an accurate perception. Your person has left the body the way a resident leaves a house.

Harmonism describes the human being as two dimensions of one being, a physical body and an energy body, and holds the soul as primary and eternal and the body as its sacred vessel. During a life the soul’s centres anchor along the spine; at death they withdraw and gather into the soul-centre that held the whole field together from above the head. The Human Being sets out that anatomy and Life After Death follows it through the passage. For the bereaved, one consequence matters most. Consciousness was never a product of the brain, so the brain’s failure did not extinguish it.

A second consequence matters almost as much, especially to anyone who watched a long decline. What the soul carries out of a life is first of all its treasure: the love given and received, the understanding earned, the bonds formed. Doctrine calls the soul’s memory a treasury before it is a ledger. The confusion of the last weeks, the illness, the morphine, the frightened hours, the person who no longer recognised you: these belonged to a failing body and a dying brain, and in the passage that follows death they are released. You are mourning the whole of who they were, and the last chapter does not get to overwrite the book.



2. Where They Are Now

Your person is in passage, and every tradition that mapped the passage gave it a span of days. Earth traditions hold that the doorway between the worlds stays open for about forty hours after the last breath, which is why so many of them forbid moving the body in that window; Harmonism carries this as tradition’s claim. After the doorway comes an intermediate state. Tibetan Buddhism calls it the bardo and reads the Bardo Thodol aloud to the dead for forty-nine days. Islam calls it the barzakh, the barrier-world between this life and the next. Orthodox Christians gather for the dead on the third, ninth and fortieth days. Hindu families make offerings for thirteen days, which by their own account build the subtle body of the departed and bring them among the ancestors.

Calendars differ and the structure holds: a real journey, measured in days, during which the dead are still close and the living still have work to do. Grief and Mourning describes these forms as the community’s side of the matter. Here they matter for what they assume. No tradition ever set a forty-day rite for someone who had ceased to exist.

The intermediate state is where the soul releases what bound it to the form it just left: the attachment to that body and that life, the fear of the passage, the confusion of dying. Where a death was frightened or confused, Harmonism does not pretend otherwise. The passage begins in disorientation. The intermediate state exists to clear it, and the soul it clears is returned to its essential nature. A hard death makes for a harder beginning, and the traditions placed their rites in the days after death to help with exactly that.

The testimony is exactly this wide. All five cartographies of the soul agree that consciousness survives the body. What happens next divides them. Indian and Andean streams teach return to new life, and Harmonism holds this as its own doctrine, a spiral of incarnations in which the soul grows richer with each one. Abrahamic streams teach resurrection and reject rebirth. On the point that matters to you tonight, that the person continues, the witnesses speak with one voice. The Five Cartographies of the Soul sets out who the witnesses are and why five.



3. What Those Who Came Back Report

People who have been resuscitated from clinical death describe meeting their own dead. In 2001 the cardiologist Pim van Lommel published in The Lancet a prospective study of 344 patients resuscitated after cardiac arrest in ten Dutch hospitals. Sixty-two reported a near-death experience, and twenty of those sixty-two met deceased persons. Only positive emotion and the awareness of being dead came up more often.

Some of these meetings carry a detail that is hard to explain away. Bruce Greyson, a psychiatrist who has studied near-death experiences at the University of Virginia for more than four decades, collected cases in which the experiencer met someone among the dead whom they believed to be alive, and learned only on waking that the person had in fact died. He published the typology in 2010 under the title Seeing Dead People Not Known to Have Died. The old name for these cases, “Peak in Darien,” comes from the Keats sonnet in which explorers stand silent on a peak in Darien, seeing the Pacific for the first time.

The dying report the same thing before they die. Christopher Kerr’s team at Hospice Buffalo interviewed fifty-nine hospice patients repeatedly in their final weeks and published the results in the Journal of Palliative Medicine in 2014. Most had at least one end-of-life dream or vision. Deceased relatives and friends were among the most frequent visitors, and those visits comforted the dying more than any other kind.

The living report it after. In 1971 the Welsh physician W. Dewi Rees interviewed 293 widowed men and women in mid-Wales for the British Medical Journal. Almost half had seen, heard or felt the presence of their dead spouse, often for years, and few had told anyone, even close friends or relatives. Rees judged the experiences normal and helpful. Nearly half the bereaved, keeping the same secret, each thinking they were alone.

None of this is laboratory proof, and Harmonism holds it as testimony. A materialist reading exists and Life After Death gives it its due: the dying brain produces surges of activity, and some researchers locate the whole experience there. What the record does establish is narrower and enough. A consciousness that inhabits the body without being identical to it is consistent with everything the prospective studies have found, and with nothing they have ruled out. Testimony is also something you can weigh for yourself. On YouTube, the channel Coming Home films people describing, in their own words and at length, what met them at the threshold. Listen to a few. Listen for what recurs across people who have never met.



4. Why It Still Hurts, and Should

Knowing that your person continues does not cancel grief, because grief registers a loss that is real. The shared bodily life has ended. A voice on the phone, a weight on the other side of the bed, the hand you could hold, the argument you were halfway through: these are gone from this world, and the body you live in knows it before the mind agrees. Grief and Mourning calls grief love continuing under changed conditions. The soul’s survival explains why the love has somewhere to go. It does not make the change painless.

Traditions that knew most about the afterlife never asked the bereaved to stop crying. When the Prophet Muhammad’s infant son Ibrahim lay dying, he wept, and when a companion asked why, he answered that tears were mercy: “The eyes shed tears and the heart grieves, and we will not say except what pleases our Lord” (Sahih al-Bukhari 1303). At the tomb of Lazarus, Jesus wept (John 11:35), minutes before calling his friend out alive. He knew what was about to happen and wept anyway. In the Bhagavad Gita Krishna tells Arjuna that the wise grieve neither for the living nor for the dead (2.11), and he says it to a man who believes death destroys those he loves; the teaching that follows is that the self is not slain when the body is slain (2.20). The grief he refuses is grief for an ending. Separation for a time from someone who continues is what the Prophet and Jesus both allowed themselves to grieve.

Harmonism keeps the same two truths together. The bond is intact at the level of the soul, so there is no annihilation to despair over. The separation is real at the level of the body, so there is a loss to mourn, and it may take years. Nobody owes anyone closure. People who tell you to move on are usually asking you to stop making them uncomfortable.

There will come a time, and nobody can set its date, when the death begins to look different. Ralph Waldo Emerson, writing in “Compensation” years after burying his young wife, put it this way: the death of a dear friend, wife, brother or lover, “which seemed nothing but privation, somewhat later assumes the aspect of a guide or genius.” Somewhat later. Not this week.



5. What You Can Still Do for Them

Every tradition hands the bereaved work to do for the dead, and the work is real because the bond is real. What reaches the dead, and how, the traditions describe and no instrument has measured. Harmonism holds the relation itself to be real, which is why the work is worth doing. Five practices recur.

Stay close in the first hours. If you are reading this within them, sit with the body if you can, speak to your person by name, and tell them plainly that they may go, that you will be all right, that the love stays. Dying Consciously describes this permission and the rites that accompany the release. If the hours have already passed, or the death came suddenly, far away, in a hospital corridor, with no rite performed, nothing has been forfeited. Every tradition built the days that follow a death so that what could not be done at the bedside could still be done, and that help can still be given.

Remember them on any day. The traditions offer named days, the third, the seventh, the fortieth, the anniversary, and they help those who want a structure. None of them is required. The soul you loved continues on every day of the year, and any day is a good one to celebrate that: light a candle, cook what they liked, say their name aloud, tell them what has happened since. Pray in whatever words your tradition gave you, or in none. Islam names three things that keep reaching a person after death: ongoing charity given in their name, useful knowledge they left behind, and a child who prays for them (Sahih Muslim 1631). Each is something a survivor can still do.

Say what was left unsaid. Most of what weighs on the bereaved is unfinished business: the apology never made, the thanks never spoken, the anger never resolved. A 2023 review in Death Studies by Hewson and colleagues, drawing on seventy-nine studies covering more than thirteen thousand bereaved people, found unfinished business among the circumstances that turn a bond with the dead painful rather than consoling. Because the bond is intact, what was left unsaid can still be said. Write the letter. Read it aloud at the grave, or beside their photograph, or in the room where they died. Forgive them for what they did, and ask their forgiveness for what you did. Forgiveness within the Wheel of Relationships explains why forgiveness releases the one who gives it as much as the one who receives it.

Weep, and let them go. Many traditions teach that grief which clings can hold the dead back. In the Brothers Grimm’s tale “The Shroud,” first printed in 1815, a mother cannot stop weeping for her seven-year-old son. He comes back to her at night in his burial shroud and asks her to stop, because her tears fall on it and it will not dry, and he cannot rest. She entrusts her sorrow to God, and he returns once more to say the shroud is nearly dry, and sleeps. Islam draws the same line between tears and protest. The Prophet said God does not punish for tears or for the grief of the heart, only for what the tongue does (Sahih al-Bukhari 1304), and the companions were taught not to wail. ʿĀʾisha later rejected the report that a believer is punished for the family’s weeping, citing the Qur’an: no soul bears another’s burden (6:164). Harmonism reads the teaching this way. Tears for a person do no harm. Refusing to let them go might. Cry as much as you need to. The tears that soaked the shroud in the tale were the kind that would not stop.

Act in their name. Give to a cause they cared about, finish the work they left half done, plant something, cook their recipe for people who never met them. What they gave you keeps moving through the world because of you.



6. What Remains Between You

The bond outlasts the body, and it now lives in three places. It lives in you, because what they gave you has become part of who you are. It lives between you, because they remain someone you can speak to. And it lies ahead, because Harmonism holds that love truly given is woven into the soul and recognised when those souls meet again.

For most of the twentieth century Western psychology taught the opposite. Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” (1917) cast healthy grief as the work of withdrawing attachment from the dead, and generations of counsellors treated an ongoing relationship with them as a symptom. In 1996 Dennis Klass, Phyllis Silverman and Steven Nickman gathered the evidence against that view in Continuing Bonds, and the field has since come round. Hewson’s review found that a continuing relationship with the dead comforts most bereaved people. Distress clustered where the death was violent, sudden or a suicide, where business was left unfinished, and where the mourner read the bond in frightening terms, picturing the dead as stuck or suffering.

Dreams and moments of felt presence will come to some readers and not to others, and neither means more love. Most of Rees’s widowed men and women had told no one, even after years. If one comes to you, receive it, tell someone you trust, and do not build your days around waiting for the next one. Hewson’s review also found that the inward forms of the bond, carrying them in memory, in values, in your own conduct, console more reliably than the search for outward signs. Let the bond live mostly where it lives most: in how you now live.



7. Living Toward the Meeting

You will meet again, and the meeting cannot be hastened. Harmonism holds the reunion of bonded souls as doctrine. It holds just as firmly that each incarnation is the field in which the soul does its work, and that leaving it early leaves the work undone. Many who came back from clinical death report the same instruction: they were told it was not yet their time, and sent back. In 1981 Greyson reviewed what near-death experiences do to the wish to die. Among the experiencers he and Ian Stevenson had collected, twenty came away more opposed to suicide, eighteen were unchanged, and none became more favourable, and he proposed that such an experience after a suicide attempt lowers the risk of another. By the accounts of those who returned, the other side sends people home to finish living.

If the longing to follow your person has turned into a thought of ending your own life, tell a living person today, and if the thought has a plan, call your local emergency number or a crisis line now. Suicidal Ideation and the Loss of Meaning holds the longer work for when the immediate danger has passed.

The best way to honour someone who has crossed is to live in a way that will make the meeting a good one. Carry forward what they gave you. Practise the Presence that steadies the mind now and that the traditions say carries the soul through its own passage later. Walk the Wheel of Harmony through the pillars their absence has shaken: the body that grief exhausts, the household that has to be reordered, the relationships that remain. Prepare for your own death while you still have time, so that whoever mourns you will have less left unsaid. Dying Consciously describes that preparation.

On whatever day you choose, set their place at the table, say their name, and celebrate that they continue. Whoever does this is addressing someone who is still there. The soul you loved continues in the same order of reality, under the same Logos, that holds everything. What you built together was made of the one material death does not dissolve.



Recommended reading, films and testimony, including the Coming Home channel: Recommended Materials — Death, Dying & Conscious Transition

See also: Grief and Mourning, Life After Death, The Human Being, Dying Consciously, The Five Cartographies of the Soul, Forgiveness within the Wheel of Relationships, Family Elders, Suicidal Ideation and the Loss of Meaning, Wheel of Relationships
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