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Praise for Soul Shift


Mark Ireland is a moving writer who reaches out from the pages of his book and emotionally connects with his readers. He speaks not only from the perspective of a father who suffered the ultimate loss, but also as a man who inherited the ability to reconnect with those who’ve passed on. This book is a must read for anyone trying to comprehend life after death or wanting to learn how loss can create an even stronger bond between the living and those who live again.


—ALLISON DUBOIS, subject of NBC’s Medium and author of Don’t Kiss Them Good-Bye, We Are Their Heaven, and Secrets of the Monarch






The death of his youngest son, Brandon, launched Mark Ireland on a fascinating quest to discover if we survive the death of our bodies by communicating with ancestors, persons who have gone before. For more than a century, many types of scientific inquiries have focused on after-death communications, and Mark studied all of them. He possesses the driving curiosity, open mind, and critical scholarship of a true explorer … [and] his candid, engaging writing style invites the reader to join him on his pursuit of knowledge and understanding of the afterlife.


—DONALD E. WATSON, MD, neuroscientist, psychiatrist, and author of Surviving Your Crises, Reviving Your Dreams






I like to think that I am a sympathetic person to those who are in need, but I do not suffer fools gladly. I tell things as they are and abhor falsehoods. In some sense, I am too honest and not given to false praise.… That being said—I think this book is marvelous, on many fronts. The Author’s “journey” is fantastic and most of all, his absorption of the evidence and experience into his being result in, what I feel, are the correct conclusions. The fact that he speaks intelligently from his heart and soul comes across in the final chapters of the book, along with the ‘feeling’ of complete honesty … but it is more than that. The summation and condensation of his philosophy is—I can only say, in admiration-outstanding. Everyone should read this book.”


—TRICIA J. ROBERTSON, Honorary Secretary and former President, Scottish Society for Psychical Research






Mark Ireland has done a superb job of bringing the unknown up from the depths of the Anima Mundi to the surface of human consciousness. This book impacted my soul, inspiring me to reach out to people once again. It also made me yearn for home.


—CULLEN DORN, author of The Hierophant of 100th Street






One of my favorites among the author’s many insights is his discovery that “It was time to re-think what it meant to be psychic.… Everyone is psychic.” In my own academic research, I explore the apparent rift in our society between science and spirit. Mark’s metaphor of two wolves rings true for me: “Ours is a world that two wolves try to devour—the first is the wolf of skeptical science and religious fundamentalism (they are the same one). The second is the wolf of our cosmic connection, synchronicity, astral realms, and manifestation by intention. The wolf that dominates our life is the wolf we feed. I needed to feed the right wolf. I needed to lay it on the line from here on in.” I volunteer to help Mark feed the wolf of synchronicity and connection. After you journey with Mark in this adventure through death, I expect you will want to join Mark also.


—BERNEY WILLIAMS, PhD, Dean of Graduate Studies, Energy Medicine University, and President of the International Society for the Study of Subtle Energies and Energy Medicine
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Soul Shift is dedicated to my son Brandon. Always true to himself and never afraid to follow his own unique path, he gave me the courage to take risks and venture beyond the ordinary, without concern for what others might think. I love you, Brandon.
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Foreword

Over the last twenty-five years, I have carefully studied various avenues of psychical research. One of the main questions that has been studied and remains to be resolved is that of the extinction or survival of human personality after physical death. Many paranormal phenomena rely on consciousness survival as a plausible explanation for their manifestation. My own work and published papers on mediumship (in the respected and peer-reviewed Journal of the Society for Psychical Research, [JSPR], London, founded in 1882) lead me to the understanding that in many cases the most parsimonious explanation for the phenomena is indeed survival of individual personality — call it “soul,” “spirit,” “personal energy,” or whatever terminology sits well with you.

The problem with examining paranormal phenomena is not the question of its existence, but the fact that the field is so diverse. I would normally examine pragmatic data and continue from there. However, there are many more experientially based methods of obtaining information, and this book deals with such a scenario. Spurred by the sudden and unexpected death of his eighteen-year-old son, author Mark Ireland has been searching for some “reason” for our existence here on Earth, perhaps with a view to try to make some kind of sense of it all.

I have always maintained that there is no substitute for personal experience, and Soul Shift illustrates this in a most marvelous way.

This book is a “must read” for anyone of open mind. The honesty and soul-searching demonstrated by the author are not only heart-rending, intelligent, and well written, but a wonderful inspiration to anyone who has lost someone dear to them. The author also demonstrates the desire not to jump to easy conclusions, which would conveniently suit a survival hypothesis. It will be clear to the reader that through his experience the author has grown in depth of character and is now in a position to help others grow to a new understanding. The author has indeed had a “soul shift” of perspective.

No doubt the super-skeptics will label it wishful thinking, but that is their loss. Mark Ireland has walked the walk and is now in a genuine position to talk the talk.

This book has great integrity, as has the author, and I am privileged to have read it.

—Tricia J. Robertson

Honorary Secretary and Immediate Past President, Scottish Society for Psychical Research

Tutor, Dept. of Adult and Continuing Education, University of Glasgow

Honorary Secretary, Psychical Research Involving Selected Mediums (PRISM)


Preface

Many of us walk through life with a mistaken assumption that the circumstances in our lives will never significantly change. We somehow take for granted that misfortune and tragedy will only befall others. In some way, we feel insulated from loss and pain.

Our time is consumed with activities that divert our attention from the need for deep thought and contemplation. We shut out things that are difficult to consider, especially those involving loss and change. Instead we choose to focus on more external things. We may treat career as our ultimate master, deluding ourselves in a false view that this life will last forever. In this process, we fail to even consider the potential relevance of our current efforts a century down the road.

Perhaps we have walked a similar path, you and I. Maybe we took things for granted, which were actually most important in our lives. Like the dwellers in Plato’s allegorical cave, we focused on the shadows projected on the wall rather than the originating source. We either lost or ignored our connection.

Loss is a significant force that can serve as a catalyst for change. It can bring about an awakening, drawing out something sacred within us. As change unfolds, truths are often revealed that bring us back to our source, clearing away delusional thinking.

I have personally experienced such a significant transformation. The force of this change helped me recognize, or should I say remember, some vital truths. I have seen and experienced several remarkable and evidential occurrences that support this actuality.

You will inevitably experience a profound loss, if it hasn’t already occurred. Your understanding of this loss and subsequent reaction to it will have a profound impact on the balance of your life. This could be a crossroads in your journey, a “make it or break it” situation. It is for this reason that I am compelled to share my story.

Simply put, life continues; in fact everything continues — life, death, what we are, what those we have lost are — even if we do not see the whole of the reality that is continuing. Those who have suffered the loss of a loved one need not succumb to the pain and despair tied to the notion that the person has simply vanished from existence. Death is an opportunity as well as a loss. It can be the most terrifying and challenging of all opportunities, all responsibilities.

The truth I have to share is that consciousness and personality survive physical death. My story is one of confirmation, even validation, and also one of unimaginable peace and hope. And, best of all, it is true.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Agent of Change

For eight years I have been awed by the natural beauty of the rugged McDowell Mountains, whose base sweeps to the doorstep of my Arizona home. They hover over my house like a primeval unsolved mystery. This majestic range, once revered by the ancient Hohokam peoples, radiates something mysterious and almost otherworldly. Prior to a life-changing event, I never imagined that these peaks would one day impact my life so tragically, yet so remarkably. Brandon, the younger of my two sons, especially loved these mountains. Their rocky slopes are literally strewn with touchstones that embody a revered force — powerful, but gentle. When sensitively held, they evoke my son’s love for these mountains and my love for him.

The truth is that just a few years ago, I’d become a slave to routine. I allowed myself to be defined by worldly standards of success. Numb to the clues around me, I’d ignored the inklings of my inner life. While events unfolded in their deliberate, inevitable manner, I remained blind to other things that were also happening, things of greater value than professional achievements. Suddenly devoid of the most precious thing in my life, I was jolted into a new state of initiation by the most profound loss a parent can experience. As I recovered from the impact of this event, previous missteps gradually became clear to me. I knew that I must pursue a different path.

January 10, 2004, started out like any other Saturday. I sipped coffee and read through the newspaper while my wife Susie took her walk and Brandon sat glued to the computer. My older son Steven, who had moved out a couple months earlier, was at his apartment getting ready for work. Brandon spent endless hours on the computer, like most eighteen-year-old kids, surfing the Web and playing games. Later that morning he tended to his first love, the bass guitar. Beckoned by the sounds of his instrument I strolled into our living room, picked up my Fender Stratocaster, and began to accompany him. Brandon was a far better bassist than I was a guitarist, with skills beyond his years, but we knew how to play together and pick each other up. It seemed Brandon often made up for the miscues of other musicians he played with, masking their erroneous notes and bad timing. Brandon and I had jammed together just a month earlier, with neighbors forming an audience in our living room as we belted out their favorite rock tunes. Six years of lessons combined with fierce devotion and a healthy dose of natural talent turned Brandon into a rapid-fire player who had mastered difficult bass lines on songs by Rush, Iron Maiden, and Pink Floyd.

As his father, I have to be careful not to sound biased — but some people are naturally empathetic, compassionate, and fair. They appear in myth and they appear in life too. Brandon had this special characteristic. Good-natured and easy to please, he was invariably, even instinctively, considerate of others. This is a theme to which I will return many times because in searching for the real Brandon, I was also seeking the archetypal Brandon — a person who was also my son, beyond life and death.

Brandon was tall and lanky, with long curly brown hair and eyes that transparently reflected his loving and caring nature. His strong jaw line, dimpled chin, and the ridge on his forehead were a fresh minting of my features. When he had shorter hair, friends noted a resemblance between Brandon and actor Matthew McConaughey. Brandon was also a boy’s boy. He had almost as much enthusiasm for the sport of paintball as he did for playing his bass guitar. Paintball is akin to laser tag on steroids. Participants utilize CO2-powered guns, which project soft plastic dye-filled balls. After each battle, the contestant who is covered with the least amount of “paint” is declared the winner. Brandon and his buddies would often drive to remote desert sites to engage in this activity. But Brandon’s enthusiasm was irrepressible. He would also enter paintball tournaments, which took place about once every six months. He made it a full-time hobby to shop the Web for paintball parts and accessories, with a keen eye for the best deals on the newest and most innovative components.

Brandon was also a Star Wars fanatic, having seen the series countless times from a young age. He memorized many scenes yet never tired of seeing them over and over again. He and I would sometimes transpose ourselves on the spot into Star Wars characters. Brandon would chuckle at my imitation of Yoda in the spirit of a classic line: “Look as good when you are as old as I, you will not.” Little did I know that his premature death would prevent any such comparison. It was, however, strangely comforting to imagine that the vibrancy of his youth could be preserved, so to speak, by an existence beyond time, beyond the reach of physical aging. And yet what do I even mean in saying this? How can one compare the mortal body with its immortal counterpart? Which is the phantom? Which one is representative of how a person really looks, inside or outside time?

Brandon was usually helpful around the house, assisting with chores and rarely complaining about them. His friends didn’t see him as a perfectly straight arrow or someone without any faults: they viewed Brandon as a sort of “rock of dependability” to whom they could turn in tough times. He embraced all and judged none.

If you don’t have a picture of my son yet, let me summarize: Brandon’s cares were those of a child, yet his heart was that of an old soul. He “got it” naturally and didn’t have to outgrow childhood hazing and meaningless feuds. He included unpopular kids in his activities — those with no other friends — treating them as special. There was nothing artificial about Brandon. I remember watching old home videos with him on Christmas Day, 2003. Smiling, he chuckled at the image of his former self, in two-year-old vintage, tearing through gifts, saying “WOW.” It was as though self-reflection gave him as much of a WOW as the original experience, which is an “old-soul thing.”

Brandon showed a strong aptitude for mathematics, which seemed to correlate to his exceptional musical skills. His mathematical ability also led him to an interest in physics, which he intended to study in college. Brandon’s college plans were well outlined and bolstered by good SAT scores. In conjunction with his friends, he was excited and ready to embark on future goals.

Then again, it would be a mistake to imply that Brandon was overly concerned about the future. In fact, he was one of the few people I have ever known who truly “lived in the moment” all the time. Whether playing his bass, talking to friends, or hiking, Brandon was always fully engaged with the present.

At approximately ten-thirty on the morning of January tenth, I became particularly uneasy about my son’s plans for the day. Brandon and his friends intended to embark on a very difficult hike to the summit of the McDowell Mountains. At the time, I sensed that something was going to go very wrong during the hike, even feeling that circumstances could possibly conspire to end Brandon’s life. Since my normal tendency was to worry, I dismissed my feelings as those of an anxious parent. Because of my overwhelming sense of apprehension, though, I actually went to the point of asking Brandon to stay home, noting somewhat lamely that it was far too windy for such an expedition. In response, my son looked at me and said, “We’re going, Dad,” as if to convey the message “stop worrying.” But also, in retrospect, it had at least one other meaning: “We’re going” not only means that a worry-wart father is going to fail in deterring a high-energy teenager, but that the universe is moving toward what is destined to be, and no one is going to stop it. Susie was also concerned, primarily because of the magnitude of the hike, but her worry was minimal in comparison to mine. At the time, I did not share the full scope of my misgivings with my wife.

I have experienced intuitive feelings on many occasions, yet it has been rare for me to trust them. It’s as if my rational mind stifles my inner guidance and I allow reason to override intuition. Anxiety can also take on the voice of intuition and, if one becomes obsessed with every omen or hunch, his or her unconscious mind will exploit the situation in order to install its neuroses. So, one must also be careful not to fall prey to superstition. With that said, my intuition has proven correct in the past so I should probably take more chances with it.

By now I have come to realize that on occasions when my intuition is activated, focused upon a specific issue, I feel a sense of certainty or knowledge about the matter without any external means of having gained this information. The sense is similar to a memory, although these feelings involve things that have not yet occurred or that have taken place without my previous knowledge. In the case of Brandon’s hike, the feeling was extraordinarily strong. While sitting at my computer I was overcome with what I could only describe as a wave of energy. It felt as if another presence were around me. Along with this feeling came a sense of extreme urgency surrounding an impending risk to Brandon. Again, I dismissed this as imagined worry.

So, despite my premonitions and warnings, Brandon and his friends began their trek toward the McDowell Mountains. On that particular day, ominously strong winds pushed pollutants from the Greater Phoenix Valley toward the mountains where Brandon was hiking. The impure air made the vigorous climb all the more stressful, and Brandon began feeling poor. Stuart Garney, his best friend, told me that Brandon rested in an effort to regain his strength. He also used his prescription inhaler in a desperate attempt to alleviate his deteriorating condition, even though asthma did not seem to be the culprit. Frankly, the boys didn’t know what was wrong because Brandon’s symptoms were so unusual, including dizziness, numb limbs, and an irregular heartbeat. Unfortunately, the rest break and inhaler proved ineffective, and Brandon’s condition grew progressively worse.

While Brandon was on his hike, my wife and I were across town with my nephew, who was riding in a rodeo. Given my earlier apprehension about Brandon’s hike, I really didn’t want to leave home but my brother and nephew were counting on us. The rodeo wasn’t an effective distraction, and I continued to worry about Brandon for the balance of the day. I felt this deep sense of concern that would not subside.

Later in the day, my cell phone rang and I was momentarily relieved, thinking it might be Brandon. When I looked at the display on my phone, I saw that the call was coming from my older son Steven. My worst fears were about to be confirmed.

Steven was relaying a message from Brandon’s buddies, who had called him from their cell phone on the mountainside. The boys had been unsuccessful in attempts to reach us at home and didn’t know my cell number. Ironically, because of my strong feeling earlier in the day, I’d placed a piece of paper with my number on it in Brandon’s backpack. I vividly remember Brandon saying, “Dad, you don’t need to give me this, I know your cell phone number.” I responded, “Yes, but the other boys don’t know it.” As it turns out, the boys who had cell phones were up the mountain from Brandon and had no access to my number. Thus the boys called my other son Steven after seeing Stuart Garney waving for help in the distance. Stuart and another boy, Chris, had been with Brandon since he first started feeling ill.

The boys asked Steven to contact us to let us know that “something went wrong on the mountain involving Brandon.” They also asked us to call 911 because their cell phone connection was bad. I carried out this call to 911 but later learned that another group of hikers had already phoned for help. After hearing from Steven I immediately tried the cell phone belonging to one of the boys, David Butcher, but was not comforted by his words. David told me that Brandon had not been feeling well and that he’d fainted, but he shared no other details.

My wife and I jumped into my car and drove home. All the way, I feared that we might lose Brandon but I tried to hold out hope. As we drove within two miles of home my heart sank as fire trucks, ambulances, helicopters, and a horde of spectators came into view. The first police officer we encountered introduced us to the Chaplain, which caused my hopes to fade even further. I felt almost light-headed with fear, as if I had entered a science-fiction story — nothing seemed real. I take a certain solace from this now that I didn’t back then, because it buffered me from the full and immediate brunt of the harshest of realities. Approximately thirty minutes after our arrival we were informed that our son had passed. Shortly thereafter, we viewed Brandon’s lifeless body in the back of an ambulance and prayed with the Chaplain, while weeping uncontrollably. As the paramedic pulled back the blanket, revealing Brandon’s bluish lips and dusty matted hair, it seemed that I wasn’t even looking at my son’s body. I viewed the finality and silence of his death as something beyond surreal; I was on another planet. This was the saddest, most desolate moment of my life.

Stuart told me that Brandon attempted to climb back down to the base of the mountain, which, unbeknownst to everyone at the time, apparently depleted the limited oxygen supply needed to sustain his heart and brain. He became lightheaded and had to rest often. The gradual decline in blood oxygen levels eventually caused his heart to fail. Because of the unique symptoms, neither Brandon nor his friend Stuart Garney recognized this as an asthma attack. While Brandon used his inhaler to see if it might help, both of the boys thought something else was wrong because the symptoms were unlike anything my son had ever experienced. I later learned that Brandon was joking the entire time and never seemed panicked. Evidently, he failed to recognize the severity of the situation, which turned out to be a blessing in disguise. Just prior to collapsing, Brandon told Stuart, “Everything is shining.”

Early on, I sometimes thought that I could have altered the outcome of things, yet I now believe that the outcome was a matter of destiny at one level or another. Perhaps I received the intuitive warning not so that I would intervene but rather to emotionally prepare me for the inevitable. Messages, warnings, inspirational flow from higher sources, and the by-product of our own unconscious psyche tend to merge. For instance, the fact is that I could have held Brandon back on Saturday only to have him hike on Sunday with the same outcome.

All these arguments are moot on another level. I love my son Brandon more than words can describe and have had great difficulty imagining life without him. Shortly after his passing I would often break down crying. My awareness of the temporal nature of this world provided some level of rationalized consolation yet failed to remove the deep pain in my heart. Commenting on the death of his son, Senator John Edwards once said, “We all have a finite period of time, and the idea that we know what that time is, is a fantasy to begin with. Nothing in my life has ever hit me and stripped away everything like my son’s death.”

I would enter Brandon’s room, expecting to see him there. I missed hearing him play the bass, catching movies with him, and just talking. One morning I was brewing a pot of coffee and thought to myself, “I wonder if Brandon will want a cup this morning?” When doing laundry, my wife would come across Brandon’s favorite tee shirts and then realize with a start that our son would no longer wear them. We both allowed ourselves to break down and cry when feelings became too hard to bear. There is nothing that can prepare a parent for the loss of their child.

After such a sudden loss, one may ask: Where do the dead go? I know this is an obvious question that everyone wonders about at some level, but when you experience the loss of someone who is so close and so real, you ask it in a much more profound way. Does the person cease to exist anywhere, in this or any other universe? Is our self-awareness simply a phenomenon of the brain, as materialists would suggest? Or, since scientists have been unable to locate the seat of consciousness within the aforementioned three-pound lump of gray tissue — let alone explain the phenomenon of consciousness — is it possible that something more exists? Researchers of Near-Death Experience phenomena have documented cases that allow for such speculation. Patients considered clinically dead, with no brain activity, were later revived and reported lucid experiences that occurred while their brain was not functioning.

I was left with some interesting questions. Is it possible that the deceased person now exists in some other form, in another realm? Or might there be other possibilities, beyond our limited conception?

I know that Brandon enjoyed a very happy life, doing more and experiencing more love in his eighteen years than some people who live to be eighty. I can’t base the value of a life on the number of years a person lived. That would be prosaic. Maybe it’s my loss, what I have suffered, more than Brandon’s loss. Perhaps Brandon lost nothing.

Initially after this tragic event I mourned, cried, and struggled to carry on. After a little while I began to heal, even though I still missed Brandon very much. In the time that passed, first months then years, I actually began to feel in a strange and almost wonderful way that everything in my life has led me to this point. As difficult as this loss was for me to accept, perhaps it was actually necessary for my own evolution.

His death caused me to reevaluate my life and take a look at my reason for being here. As you may imagine, I now view the McDowell Mountains in a different light. On one hand they serve as a bittersweet reminder of my loss. Conversely, their primeval beauty fills me with wonder and awe as I recognize their sacred nature and the mysterious truth of what I actually lost. It was in this place that my son Brandon encountered and experienced the continuity of life.
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