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“As a caterpillar, having come to the end of one blade of grass, draws itself together and 
reaches out for the next, so the Self, having come to the end of one life and shed all ignorance, 
gathers in its faculties and reaches out from the old body to the next.” 
- The Brihadaranyaka Upanishads 
 
“Last year I met with a woman whose doctor had just told her that her lungs were riddled with 
disease and her death was imminent. “Imminent” turned into a year, in which time I shared 
regular meetings with her in spiritual preparation. In this time we covered many, including 
forgiveness work, fears of dying, life review, writing letters to loved ones, giving away 
possessions, and exploring her relationship, or lack of it, with God. Bright, funny, and a hungry 
learner, she received a largess of soulful insights, growth, and the sweet gift of time to prepare 
for death. And I received the grace of witnessing her growth through her final stage of life. 
 
When I first met her she was bitter with resentment toward many relatives, ex-husbands, old 
boyfriends, co-workers, and God. She felt terrified to leave her daughter behind. Yet, at her 
deathbed, she exuded radiance and unconditional love. Spirit filled her, and everyone who 
drew near sensed they were standing on holy ground. She died peacefully in her sleep. Her 
yearlong journey contained many elements of what I would call a “good death” in that she was 
conscious, surrounded by family, and actively involved in her preparations. While there 
were some aspects of her life she couldn’t reconcile, resolve, or forgive, she was in a state of 
growth and development up until the end. 
 
Not all of us receive this gift of time with a fatal diagnosis. Some of us die suddenly or become 
so ill that we don’t have the resources to do this important inner work at the end of life, which 
is why we obviously don’t want to wait until we become incapacitated. 
 
I heard Ram Dass, the wise American Hindu teacher, once say, “Working with the dying is one 
of the best kept secrets around.” If you work with the dying, you soon discover the nature of 
this “secret,” that the dying are filled with stories reflecting how dying is a “thin place” alive 
with mystical experiences. The dying meet their dead relatives in their hospital rooms or take 
trips to other dimensions and return with detailed accounts, messages from loved ones, and 
feelings of peace and safety. The dying often experience major spiritual and relational 
breakthroughs, even up to the last days of life, when defenses drop and hearts break open. 
Hospice professionals compare dying to the birth process and helping someone with dying as 
similar to the role of the midwife assisting at the birth of a baby. 
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With pregnancy, there are elaborate inner and outer preparations as we usher in new life. 
Baptism is often the spiritual capstone of that welcoming. While not all religions and cultures 
practice baptism, there are naming ceremonies, creation of special songs, and circumcision 
practices that are all designed to welcome, protect, and dedicate the baby to the tradition and 
community it is joining. In [the Christian tradition of] baptism, people commit a child’s life to 
the highest good and promise to guide and protect the child in their relationship with the 
Creator. Since the child is young, those present carry this responsibility for them until they can 
take up their own relationship with God. Baptism is also considered an “initiation” into a new 
activity, role, time of life; often perceived as difficult. What might be the equivalent of baptism 
on the other end of life’s continuum? 
 
The dying are exiting the same precious life as the newly born are entering, so it makes sense 
that special attention be given in preparation for the soul as it drops this earthy form and 
returns Home. There has been a lifetime, now, to build one’s own relationship with the Divine 
and to live within or without a tradition. Just as family, friends, a tribe, and/or a congregation 
welcome a new soul, we want to be surrounded by loved ones who know us and can support us 
spiritually, helping escort our souls into life beyond the physical body. This "baptism" at death 
often reflects the individual’s community and spiritual tradition. 
 
In doing my own “spiritual homework” for death, I turn to my Christian tradition and life 
experience to ask, “What have I learned from the many “deaths,” when I lost my parents, jobs, 
lovers, friends, and at times, myself, trials I thought I could never survive? What does my 
spiritual tradition tell me about change and transformation? Where does "essence" return to 
after the dropping of this earthly form? Where is the sacred in death and suffering?” 
 
Doing this homework, I’m reminded of the cliché, “There is no breakthrough without 
breakdown.” After every death in my life, there has been a reliable breakthrough and new life, 
just as we yearly witness this pattern in the seasons. Change is how my soul evolves, and it 
demands a shedding of old forms that I have outgrown, which I usually resist. Life presents a 
consistent pattern of death and rebirth. Physical death is a part of the DNA of nature and the 
material world, but many believe that our essence survives and moves on. All is forgiven, and 
we are beloved. Be prepared: it is all much wilder and more mysterious than we can imagine.” 


