
Eben Alexander shares his life-changing story
by Jenny Drabble

Dr. Eben Alexander III has always loved to travel. He has been to Israel, China, Greece and Poland. The newest stamp on his passport: heaven.

After a coma in 2008 nearly put Alexander into a vegetative state, he says he felt his spirit leave his body and venture into an inky darkness. With a glowing orb of light as his guide, he rode through puffy clouds on the wings of butterflies to the idyllic gates of heaven, where he says he met God.

But it wasn’t his time yet. Alexander was sent back to Earth, waking from a weeklong coma with a newfound understanding of life and death, he says.

Alexander, a former neurosurgeon, detailed his journey in a New York Times best-selling book, “Proof of Heaven: A Neurosurgeon's Journey into the Afterlife,” in which he asserts that science and religion can coexist.

In the decades before his coma, Alexander had been plagued by a dwindling faith and an increasing apathy towards religion.

“I am and always have been science-minded,” Alexander, 59, said. “I grew up in a Methodist church and wanted very much to believe in God, but my beliefs waned during 20 plus years in neurosurgery.”
Until 2008, Alexander, a regular bow-tie wearer with deep set brown eyes and a thirst for knowledge, didn’t see how God could exist, despite his religious upbringing. 
Born in Charlotte, N.C., on Dec. 11, 1953, Alexander was adopted — or “chosen” as his parents so often told him growing up — by Betty and Eben Alexander Jr. and proved from a young age to be inquisitive and one of a kind.
“We knew he was our child from the moment we saw him,” Betty Alexander, his adopted mother, said. “We saw this precious little baby boy, and we were thrilled to have him.” 

Growing up in Winston-Salem, Eben Alexander III knew he was adopted, but knowing never fazed him. Instead, it shaped him into who he became.
“I was quite accepting of my adoption as a youngster,” he said. “I was always comfortable with it and felt very fortunate to be adopted into the family I grew up with.”

An active child, Alexander loved every sport, competing in football, wrestling, track and field, baseball, and cross-country running throughout his youth. However, his passion was always science.

As a child, he toiled tirelessly building airplane models and rockets. His teenage years were spent tinkering in his basement laboratory with the Bunsen Burner he got for his 12th birthday.

“I think my parents lived in constant fear he would blow up the house doing God knows what down there,” Phyllis Alexander, his sister, said. “He has always been very smart and liked to experiment.” 
A bit of a thrill seeker, Eben Alexander III joined the skydiving team at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he graduated in 1976 with a major in chemistry. 

Aspiring to become a “third generation neurosurgeon” like his father and his grandfather before him, Alexander went on to receive his medical degree at Duke University in 1980.
He got married soon after medical school to an artist named Holley and had two sons, Eben IV and Bond who have always looked up to him. 

“He has always shown unconditional love and been a lot like a brother to me,” Eben Alexander IV said. “But the best thing about him is his compassion for others.”
Eben Alexander III has always been passionate about helping others. He became an associate professor of surgery at Harvard Medical School, where he helped develop MRI-guided neurosurgical procedures and taught for 15 years. In 2006, he moved to Lynchburg, Va. and practiced as a neurosurgeon at Lynchburg General Hospital until his coma in 2008.
His coma, induced by a rare form of bacterial meningitis, brought Eben Alexander III to the brink of death, and doctors believed he would never wake up, let alone make the full recovery he did. 

Embracing his second chance at life, the neurosurgeon made it his mission to retell his experience and enlighten the skeptics who believe solely in science.
“My old thinking that life is all birth to death and nothing more is now replaced with a far grander knowing about the scope of our existence,” he said. “I now see us all as eternal beings.”
Critics of his story claim that the facts of his experience don’t add up. An exposé by “Esquire” found discrepancies between what Alexander wrote in his book and what the reporters were told by the doctors. While Alexander wrote that the coma was a result of the meningitis, his doctors are quoted saying the coma was medically induced and that he was conscious and hallucinating for parts of his experience. 

But Alexander insists critics are focusing on miniscule details without seeing the big picture. The criticism doesn’t deter him, and he’s more determined than ever to share his experience with others.

His message has gained nationwide recognition, and he has been on talk shows with Oprah Winfrey and Katie Couric to share his experiences. Universal Pictures acquired movie rights to Alexander's novel in February. 

 
“Proof of Heaven” has sold more than 2 million copies and has remained on the New York Times bestseller list for 53 consecutive weeks and counting, since its October 2012 release date. 

 
“Topping the best seller list surprised all of us,” Phyllis Alexander said. “We thought, ‘Oh we should probably buy some extra copies just so someone buys it.’ Little did we know what it would turn into.”
Although the past few years have been a whirlwind for Alexander, his mother says he has remained the "same sweet boy" she has always known. He's still the precious baby she picked out at the orphanage, knowing he was really hers. The same child who knelt by the window each night reveling in the sunsets only God could make. The same teenager who worked late into the night on science experiments. And the same father who has never missed even one of his sons’ baseball games. 
The same, but different, his sister said.
“He is certainly more spiritual,” Phyllis Alexander said. “He was sent back from God with a mission and, if I know my brother at all, he won’t rest until he sees it through.”

Eben Alexander III no longer practices neurosurgery. He travels the country giving presentations on his experience and working on a sequel that explores consciousness.

“Once I realized the truth behind my journey, I knew I had to tell it,” he wrote in his book. “Doing so properly has become the chief task of my life.”
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