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Near-death experiences have been much analysed in recent decades. They are not new. St Bede the Venerable has left us a record of similar instances dating from c.696 AD.. 


In Chapter XII of his “History of the English Church and People,” Bede recounts the experience of St Drythelm, a man of Northumbria, who became a monk at Melrose Abbey.

Drythelm was a married man, a householder, who lived a godly life but fell ill. His condition deteriorated, and one evening he died – or so his wife thought. But the following dawn he came back to life, to the consternation of all his relatives and friends.


"Fear not, he told his wife, “for I am now in very deed risen from death whereof I was holden, and permitted again to live among men; nevertheless, hereafter I must not live as I was wont, but after a very different manner."

He arose, and divided his wealth, one-third to his wife, one-third to his children, and the rest to the poor. He was admitted to the abbey of Melrose by St Ethelwald, and there lived a hermit’s life, doing penance and mortifying his body. His “near-death experience” was widely talked about: even the King of Northumbria used to come and converse with him. Bede relates what happened to Drythelm during it.

Drythelm says he was led silently by an angel with “a countenance full of light, and shining raiment” towards the rising of the summer sun. 

“And as we walked we came to a broad and deep valley of infinite length; it lay on our left, and one side of it was exceeding terrible with raging flames, the other no less intolerable for violent hail and cold snows drifting and sweeping through all the place. Both sides were full of the souls of men which seemed to be tossed from one side to the other as it were by a violent storm; for when they could no longer endure the fervent heat, the hapless souls leaped into the midst of the deadly cold; and finding no rest there, they leaped back again to be burnt in the midst of the unquenchable flames.” 


Seeing this “innumerable multitude of misshapen spirits without rest …thus tormented far and near with this interchange of misery,” Drythelm suspected that he was seeing Hell. But his guide commented: “Think not so, for this is not the Hell you believe it to be.”

 
The angel led him on into deeper shadows and then black darkness….

“Lo! suddenly there appeared before us masses of foul flame constantly rising as it were out of a great pit, and falling back again into the same. …My guide suddenly vanished, and left me alone in the midst of darkness and these fearful sights. As those same masses of fire, without intermission, at one time flew up and at another fell back into the bottom of the abyss, I perceived that the summits of all the flames, as they ascended were full of the spirits of men, which, like sparks flying upwards with the smoke, were sometimes thrown on high, and again, when the vapours of the fire fell, dropped down into the depths below. Moreover, a stench, foul beyond compare, burst forth with the vapours, and filled all those dark places.”


This, it turns out, really was the hell of the damned. Hieronymus Bosch 800 years early! In his terror, Drythelm detects the sound of terrible lamentation together with noisy mockery. 

“I beheld a crowd of evil spirits dragging five souls of men, wailing and shrieking, into the midst of the darkness, whilst they themselves exulted and laughed. Among those human souls, as I could discern, there was one shorn like a clerk, one a layman, and one a woman. The evil spirits that dragged them went down into the midst of the burning pit; and  it came to pass that as they went down deeper, I could no longer distinguish between the lamentation of the men and the laughing of the devils…..In the meantime, some of the dark spirits ascended from that flaming abyss, and running forward, beset me on all sides, and with their flaming eyes and the noisome fire which they breathed forth from their mouths and nostrils, tried to choke me; and threatened to lay hold on me with fiery tongs, which they had in their hands, yet they durst in no wise touch me, though they assayed to terrify me…. 

Upon his angel guardian’s return, the evil spirits flee. The angel leads him out of the darkness towards the rising of the winter sun, into an atmosphere of clear light. They come to a very high wall of indeterminable length, and suddenly he finds himself on top of the wall looking down within. 


“There was a wide and pleasant plain full of such fragrance of blooming flowers that the marvellous sweetness of the scents immediately dispelled the foul stench of the dark furnace which had filled my nostrils. So great was the light shed over all this place that it seemed to exceed the brightness of the day, or the rays of the noontide sun. In this field were innumerable companies of men clothed in white, and many seats of rejoicing multitudes. As he led me through the midst of bands of happy inhabitants, I began to think that this perchance might be the kingdom of Heaven, of which I had often heard tell. He answered to my thought, saying, “Nay, this is not the kingdom of Heaven, as you think.”


Escorted further beyond this place, Drythelm sees an even more beautiful light than before, the sweet sounds of singing, and a wonderful fragrance. The previous flowery fields pale in comparison and seemed “mean and feeble.” He begins to hope that he may enter this delightful place.  However, his guide suddenly halts, turns and leads him back by the way by which they came.  

The angel guardian then explains. The terrible valley with its flames and freezing cold “is the place in which the souls of those are tried and punished, who, delaying to confess and amend their crimes, at length have recourse to repentance at the point of death, and so go forth from the body; but nevertheless because they, even at their death, confessed and repented, they shall all be received into the kingdom of Heaven at the day of judgement; but many are succoured before the day of judgement, by the prayers of the living and their alms and fasting, and more especially by the celebration of Masses.”


Today we would call it purgatory, of a particularly unpleasant kind. 

The foul flaming dark pit, in contrast, was hell itself, “and whosoever falls into it shall never be delivered to all eternity.”


So what of the “flowery fields”? The fair and youthful company, all bright and joyous, explains the angel, are those who have done good works in life but are not so perfect as to merit immediate admission into heaven. Yet they shall all, at the Day of Judgement, behold Christ and enter into the joys of his Kingdom. 

We could call it a paradisal purgatory. For only those who are “perfect in every word and deed and thought, as soon as they quit the body, forthwith enter into the kingdom of Heaven”


The angel informs Drythelm that he must now return to the body. Drythelm is promised that if he continues to live a holy life, he will, after death, dwell with the joyful troops of blessed souls in heaven. 


“I much abhorred returning to the body, being delighted with the sweetness and beauty of the place which I beheld, and with the company of those I saw in it.” But suddenly, “I know not how,” he finds himself alive among men once more.


Drythelm’s account is interesting in that his “purgatory” - although he does not use the word – has different realms: one like paradise, the other almost like hell. Several similar mystical visions describe a “nice” and a “nasty” purgatory, and natural justice would seem to demand as much. Perhaps this is an area in which Church teaching may in future develop. 


Drythelm reports that the souls in both “purgatories” stay there until the Day of Judgement. Nowadays Church teaching suggests that the souls in purgatory, once they have undergone their purification, enter heaven before the Last Day.


Drythelm spent the rest of his life in prayer and penance – whether for the souls in purgatory, or in prayer that less people might go to hell, or simply for his own soul, we do not know. 


St Bede clearly relates the story in his “History of the English Church and People” to frighten us away from evildoing and hell, and encourage us to seriously live the Gospel. What is wrong with that? His text reminds us to pray for the deceased who are either being punished or awaiting entry into Heaven – an appropriate seasonal connection with November. 

