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MEETING MRS. HUNTER FOR THE FIRST TIME
Some ways of dying are better than others.
No one ever says, “I want to die alone in a hospital room." Yet this is exactly how a great many people die in our day. As death comes into view most people express the desire to be kept “comfortable." The comfort they are thinking of is physical—they want ample doses of pain medication; they don’t want to suffer too much. Most, though, have not lived lives that prepare them for the emotional and spiritual challenges that dying invariably presents.
Of course there are exceptions to this rule. In my work as a pastor I’ve known many people who lived out their dying days with a spirit of considerable peace. These people accepted death as a part of life, and neither they nor those attending their deaths experienced undue stress or trauma. I’ve also known people who died what are called “good deaths." Having cultivated close personal relationships across the course of their lives, these people were able to celebrate these relationships as they died. They made amends, forgave those who had wronged them in their life, said good-bye to their families and friends.
And then, every so often, I am privileged to witness someone die with remarkable and uplifting grace, an absolute inspiration to others. Adjectives like “peaceful" and “good" do not adequately describe the deaths of these rare individuals. These people die with their hearts full of love and with their spirits soaring. And in their dying they inspire others to a greater appreciation of all that is good in life.
I remember Claire Robbins, a woman who died singing her favorite hymn and reciting the Lord’s Prayer. Her son, Jim, would later say of his mother’s death, “it was the most beautiful moment of my life."
And I remember Nancy Martens, whose principal preoccupation in her last weeks of life was seeing to it that her husband learned to cook. Nancy received visitors from her deathbed as if she were serving them cookies and tea—in fact, on one occasion that I witnessed just a few days before her death, she did serve cookies and tea, while hosting a group of friends at her home. Nancy died with exactly the same reassurances for others that were characteristic of her in days of full health. “Everything will be just fine," she said over and over to her husband. The last thing her family remembers of her is her smile.
And I remember Barbara Ferry, who was so excited to see the effects her dying was having on her family. Her sons were talking to each other for the first time in years, and one of her grandsons had started to pray with her, something he had never done before. Barbara believed that God was using her dying to accomplish miraculous things in the lives of others, and she clapped her hands in glee as she shared with me her plans for her funeral. It was as if she was planning to host her own birthday party and welcome her one hundred closest friends.
For many years I had been impressed by the faith and spiritual depth of people like Nancy and Claire and Barbara. I had shared their stories in sermons, compared notes about them with colleagues, and taken encouragement from them myself during times of grief and loss. For all those years, though, these people had puzzled me. The popular literature on death and dying is filled with talk of anger and remorse, guilt and forgiveness, acceptance and peace. But nowhere had anyone written about the happiness and holiness I had witnessed in my work with the dying. Versed in today’s common wisdom about the end of life, and trained in contemporary methods of counseling, I could not account for the way the Nancys and Claires and Barbaras of the world lived and died.
Then one day, in the basement of a seminary library, I came across the stories of “happy deaths" that were popular in religious magazines in both England and America through the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Happy dying was a ritualized way of dying practiced widely for generations—and in fact for centuries across the history of the Christian church. Rooted in the paradoxically good news of Christ’s death on the cross, this ritual encouraged those who practiced it to seek an experience of God’s grace—what today we would call a “spiritual high"—enabling them to transcend the pain and suffering and grief that come with death.
Fascinated by the curious idea of a happy death, I decided to browse some stories—“accounts," they were called—from magazines and newspapers at the turn of the nineteenth century. I decided to sample the accounts from a single year and for no particular reason chose the year 1801.
I found myself especially captivated by an account published in England in the July and August 1801 issues of The  Arminian magazine. Written by an author who identified himself merely as “J. Wood," it told the story of a young woman he called, quite simply, “Mrs. Hunter," who died in London from an unidentified illness, on January 17, 1801, at the age of twenty-six.
J. Wood’s “An Account of Mrs. Hunter’s Holy Life and Happy Death" included extensive excerpts from Mrs. Hunter’s own journal. Again and again, in passages like these, this young woman described her spiritual posture in preparing for death:
Glory, honour, and praise be to my compassionate God . . . The desire of my heart is that I may from this moment prove, by happy experience, that I am thoroughly renewed in all the powers and faculties of my soul . . .
I feel thankful for the grace which I enjoy: I live by faith, and all my salvation is of God . . . By obeying his Spirit, I find he leads me on to more light, life and love. Glory to God!
As I read I felt I heard a voice—one that sounded profoundly familiar—ringing down through the ages. I was overwhelmed.
I sat steeping myself in the story of Mrs. Hunter’s happy death, and a flood of memories and emotions came rushing over me. I thought of Claire Robbins and Nancy Martens and Barbara Ferry, and a host of others I had seen die inspiring deaths—Lucille Callen and Gregory Randolph and Nora Lopez. I thought of my grandmother, Marian Smith, now ninety- four and profoundly frail. When asked how she is doing at this time in her life, my grandmother commonly answers, “Just wonderful. With God on my side I have everything I want or need."
That day in the library, I found in the language of a bygone generation the same spirit I had witnessed in these extraordinary people. I found their seemingly inexplicable cheerfulness; their complete and utter lack of concern for material things; their ever-deepening devotion to God; their preoccupation and concern for other people at a time in life when any objective analysis would lead to the conclusion that others should be concerned about them.
As I read J. Wood’s account of Mrs. Hunter’s journey, I found myself caught up in something much larger than myself. I felt drawn into a wider spiritual circle, as if I were visiting at a tribal council of my elders. I felt as if a great-great-great-grandmother had come back to visit with me . . . not from the grave, but from the very edge of life. And from her deathbed Mrs. Hunter was sharing with me the mysteries of life and death.
I sat as if surrounded by Mrs. Hunter and these other remarkable individuals, people whose deaths could truly be described as “happy." I found myself wondering . . .
What is the secret of people who die contented and fulfilled? What makes it  possible for them to attain such spiritual heights as they approach their physical  demise? What enables them to make death a completion of life, rather than a  tragic end? And what can they teach us about life and death, love and loss,  grief and spiritual growth?
This book will answer these questions by introducing you to Mary Clulow Hunter and to her spiritual descendants. Convention would have it that the ritual of the happy death simply disappeared across the course of the nineteenth century, as custody of the practices of dying was transferred from religious to medical specialists. But this version of events is altogether too simplistic. The ritual of happy dying has not simply evaporated across two centuries of modernization. It has been transformed, to be sure, but it has not been forgotten altogether. Beneath the radar of medical and even psychiatric professionals, people like Claire Robbins and Nancy Martens and Barbara Ferry are in fact still practicing this historic and uplifting way of death. They deserve to have their stories told, and we—faced with so many choices as we ponder the end of life—need to learn the lessons they have to teach.
In Part One of this book, I will introduce you to the ritual of happy dying by walking you through J. Wood’s account of Mrs. Hunter’s death, shedding light on the history of this remarkable approach to the end of life. At each step along the way I will share the stories of people I now know to be Mrs. Hunter’s spiritual heirs. I will try to tell these people’s stories as best I can remember them, to honor them as J. Wood honored Mrs. Hunter. I hope that you will be blessed by them, as I have been so blessed.
Part Two of this book will explore the spiritual practices that are the foundation for a happy death. Presented as ten “lessons on living from people preparing to die," these chapters will show that Mrs. Hunter’s preparations for death—prayer, reflection, loving God and neighbor, and so on—have their roots deep in the history of Christianity. I will also share the stories of people I have seen put these lessons into practice in our day. I hope that Part Two of this book will become a companion to you in your own living and dying, as you navigate the waters of life and loss and grief.
I believe the ritual of happy dying, rooted in these historic practices, is ripe for renewal in our generation. With the spread of in-home medical and hospice care, the work of dying is being wrested from medical professionals, and being returned to its rightful place in the institutions of family and home and religious community. This is for the good. Dying is not at its root a medical process. It is a process with profound and obvious physical dimensions, but that is only a part of it. Like other natural processes—birth, giving birth, love, making love—dying is a natural process infused with profound emotional and spiritual dimensions. Mrs. Hunter understood her dying moments to be among the most important moments in her life, and she wanted nothing more than to share them with her family and friends. In her dying she was teaching that the way we die, like the way we live, makes a difference—in our lives and in the lives of others.
That first day in the seminary library, as I reached the conclusion of J. Wood’s account, I was taken aback by the sheer exuberance of Mrs. Hunter’s happy death:
The night before she died, between eleven and twelve o’clock, she sang with a loud voice, “Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah." About one o’clock she said to the young person who sat up with the nurse, “The enemy has deceived me long enough; but he shall deceive me no more: he shall not have me. O what a deliverance! What great grace!" Nearly two hours after, she exclaimed aloud,—“The carriage is come! The carriage is come for me! O what a beautiful carriage! It is come for me; and I am coming; I am coming! O how clear the way is! I shall soon be there. Glory! Glory! Glory! O what great grace! Angels are come for me! Cannot you see them? Bless the Lord! Bless the Lord!" Then turning her face to the pillow, she said,—“O how easy! How easy!" From that time she spoke no more to be understood; but lay from three, till about seven o’clock, when she took her happy flight to the joys of the Lord, on Saturday, Jan. 17, 1801.
At first it seemed improbable that a young woman could have actually died like this—“getting happy," as it were, and embracing death as a carriage, driven by angels, come to take her away. On the one hand it seemed outlandish. But it rang true with me.
Working as a pastor I have been privileged with intimate access to the interior life of faithful people engaged in the spiritual work of dying. This experience has convinced me that some people attain great spiritual heights as they live out the last years of their lives and sometimes know genuine joy—even ecstasy—as they approach the edge of death. I remember Lorene Martin—a white woman who was married for fifty years to a black preacher and came to my church week after week in the last years of her life so that she could listen to the sermon and shout “Amen!" and “Hallelujah!" from her favorite seat in the front pew. And I remember how Frank Swenson’s family decided finally to stop arguing with him over his insistence that there were angels knocking on his front door in the days before he died. I remember a friend telling me about Angela Morales, convinced as she died a painful death from cancer that she was being visited and comforted by her mother and father, each of whom had been dead for years. And I remember a colleague telling me about Cleve Wilson, whose dying words were “Praise! Praise!" Given all that I have witnessed—and remembering the countless stories told to me by others—it seems entirely plausible to me that Mrs. Hunter died the way J. Wood said she did.
Most people I know—including many who routinely work with the dying—are baffled when they meet someone who approaches the end of life with a generalized sense of well-being, and whose preparation for dying includes experiences of deep spiritual satisfaction. Unable to explain this kind of contentedness in the face of death, clinical professionals commonly misdiagnose a chronic case of “denial" and of course attribute any sightings of angels and the like to dementia. I see this same misunderstanding in family members puzzled by the happiness of their dying loved ones. Laura Osgood, at sixty, simply couldn’t believe that her ninety-year-old mother, Janelle Kennedy, was as happy as she professed to be, while living “all alone in that big old house." Carol Corcoran, reeling from the anticipated loss of her husband, Mark, couldn’t believe that Mark was so cheerful and contented—albeit sometimes deliriously so—as he died from cancer.
These people baffle us because they are, in their own way, practicing a ritualized way of dying that has been lost to our conscious remembrance. When we encounter it anew it can, at first, seem shocking and nonsensical. But people live and die by drawing on the spiritual resources that have been passed down to them from their mentors in life and faith. One of my parishioners, Tom Callen, put it this way after witnessing his mother Lucille’s inspiring death: “I will take that moment with me to my grave." I do not doubt that he will.
The modern reader may be inclined to hear in all this some degree of wishful thinking—on the part of J. Wood and the other authors of the accounts of happy deaths, or perhaps on my own. But the ritual of the happy death was well established long before the editors of religious magazines like The Arminian  began making accounts of these deaths a staple of their publications. Indeed, as this book will show, the ritual traces back to the testimonies of the early Christian martyrs, and indeed to the death of Jesus himself. While of course it has ebbed and flowed in popularity, and taken on varied cultural incarnations, the ritual has proven across the ages a remarkably lasting witness to the true meaning of human life and death.
Neither is the ritual’s continued practice a figment of my imagination. In the course of writing this book I have had occasion to share with hundreds of people my experiences with the ritual of happy dying. Invariably, others will say to me, “that reminds me of my grandfather," or “I once had a friend who died like that." When I share Mrs. Hunter’s story with my colleagues in pastoral ministry, and others who work with the dying, they all have their own experiences to share. There are a whole host of people practicing their own versions of this ancient ritual in our day.
Mrs. Hunter was clearly a product of her times. Her language, her theology, her view of the world—none of these can be artificially re-created in the twenty-first century. On the one hand, she will remain forever frozen in time.
But on the other hand, Mrs. Hunter’s witness is timeless. Her happy death is a case study for the ages, a template, of sorts, for a way of approaching life and death that has been practiced for centuries and can have great meaning for present and future generations.
The people whose stories I tell in this book are witnesses to this same way of life and death. In their own vernacular, and in their own rhythms and cadences, they were, in the days that I was privileged to know them, practicing a historic ritual. They have been—to use another phrase of Mrs. Hunter’s—as angels come for me. I hope that because their dying days are now accounted for, we, too, can learn the lessons they have to teach in their holy lives and happy deaths.
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PART 1
MRS. HUNTER’S HAPPY DEATH
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1
WHATEVER DEGREE OF GRACE: SHARING GOD’S GREATEST GIFT
Whatever degree of Grace is communicated by the Lord Jesus Christ,  the Head of the Church, to any individual, is not intended for the  good of that person only, but that he might shine as a light in the  family, the church and the world.
— J. WOOD
I have known a few people who died with a spirit of apparent nonchalance, but for most the approach of death raises gut-level questions about the true meaning of life. Is there a God? What kind of God? And what are we, as human beings, that God should care about us? Can we really hope to know God in this life? . . . in the next?
All quoted passages by J. Wood are taken from “An Account of Mrs. Hunter’s Holy Life and Happy Death."
The world’s great religious traditions answer these questions by asserting that the fundamental nature of God is characterized by grace. The Hebrew word hesed, or “mercy," appears over two hundred times in the Old Testament, and the Greek equivalent, charis—translated as “grace"—over one hundred times in the much shorter New Testament. As a friend of mine once explained it to me, “Grace means there’s nothing you can do to make God love you more, and there’s nothing you can do to make God love you less. God loves you. That’s the beginning and the ending of your story and mine."
The story of Mrs. Hunter’s holy life and happy death is rooted firmly in this biblical tradition. J. Wood tips his hand in the very first words of his account: he is about to introduce a woman who was determined to communicate in her living and dying the grace made known to her in her twenty-six years of life.
Mary Hunter’s death at the age of twenty-six may strike us as premature, but her fate was entirely common among people living in England and America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Death in infancy and early childhood was a matter of course, as is made clear by the experience of Cotton Mather, the Massachusetts clergyman famous for his role in the Salem witch trials of 1692: Mather fathered fourteen children, but seven died as infants and another at age two. Or consider the case of John and Charles Wesley, the brothers who in eighteenth-century England founded the religious movement known as Methodism. John and Charles were two of nineteen children born to Samuel and Susanna Wesley, but only ten reached adolescence and John was given names—John and Benjamin—of older siblings who had died soon after birth.
Neither did surviving childhood guarantee longevity in Mrs. Hunter’s day. Women were especially vulnerable during their childbearing years, and with the industrial revolution advancing rapidly, living and working conditions in England’s cities were notorious. Disease ran rampant and popular folk remedies were widely practiced, often with devastating consequences: bleeding was still a common treatment for routine infections; drinking lye was believed to help cleanse the body of ulcers and tumors; smoking tobacco was common for easing the pains of toothaches and the like. Hospitals offered little help—not yet institutionalized as establishments for the study and cure of illness, they were run, in the historian Jacques Barzun’s estimation, as “indiscriminate refuges for the poor and the sick."
Mary Hunter lived more than one hundred years after Thomas Hobbes had issued his famous indictment of life in the modern era: “No arts, no letters, no society, and which is worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death, and the life of man solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." Hobbes’s words would remain famous for generations, however, because they seemed so entirely apt.
Against this backdrop it made sense that even vibrant young men and women would choose to cast their lives in the light of the prospect of death.
Something curious was happening, though, in the world of English-speaking Christianity in the generations that spanned the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. People were not living longer—death was as present and potent as ever—but the fear of death seemed to be subsiding in the popular imagination. The change was perceptible in English graveyards, where—as the historian David Stannard has shown—more and more tombstones featured engravings of sunrises or angels’ wings, instead of the traditional skull-shaped “death’s head." It was noticeable in the preaching of the eighteenth century’s great revivalists, too, who were gradually shifting their emphasis from the traditional threats of eternal damnation to such sayings as John Wesley’s “All people can be saved; all people can know they are saved; all people can be saved to the uttermost." It could be heard in church music too, where the optimistic hymns of John’s genius brother Charles were beginning to dominate.
The uplifting doctrine to which the Wesleys were giving popular expression went by the name “Free Grace," the title of one of Charles’s favorite hymns. This doctrine asserted that an individual’s salvation could be had by God’s grace alone and could not be achieved by any human endeavor. This sentiment had fueled the Protestant Reformation on the European continent—so called for its adherents’ “protests" against the perceived abuses of the Roman Catholic Church. In England the same impulse had given rise to an era of Puritan reform, whose adherents wanted to “purify" the beliefs and practices of the Church of England. Protestants and Puritans alike understood that the gift of grace was entirely unmerited: as the contemporary preacher George Regas has said of God’s grace, “you can’t earn it, you can’t buy it, you can’t win it, you can’t deserve it—all you can do is accept it."
So it was that by the time Mary Hunter died a happy death in 1801, she had behind her generations of religious ferment. She had been taught that God’s grace alone was sufficient for her salvation, and she had available for her inspiration a treasure trove of hymns, stories, and sermons, and the examples set by countless others who had died before her in the faith. Having had the grace of God communicated to her so powerfully, she came to view her dying as presenting a golden opportunity to convey this same grace to others.
A few years into my tenure as the pastor of Westchester United Methodist Church, a midsized congregation on the west side of Los Angeles, a couple named Jim and Barbara Wislocki started coming to church. In his fifties, of English and Polish ancestry, with a round face but a pointed nose, Jim was as outgoing as his wife was shy. More than once after Sunday worship, over a cup of coffee and between pleasantries exchanged with other members of the congregation, Jim and I debriefed the day’s sermon while Barbara politely listened in.
Jim was a theological novice, but he had an active and inquisitive mind. An engineer with a strong background in science, he was pleased to find that I was willing to entertain rationalist critiques of the Bible and was interested to explore how I, as a Christian pastor, might account for the spiritual renewal he was experiencing at this time in his life.
As he explained it to me, it had all begun with his meeting Barbara, who had loved him in a way that he had not believed he was capable of being loved. “I’ve done some awful things in my life," he told me on more than one occasion, “but Barbara just refused to let the past get in the way."
Through Barbara, Jim was experiencing what Charles Wesley, almost three centuries earlier, had called “free grace." For Jim, estranged from his first wife and their two grown children, meeting and marrying Barbara had marked the beginning of a whole new life.
At first Jim had believed he was going to church for Barbara’s sake, but week by week he found that what he was hearing and experiencing on Sunday mornings was resonating with his own spirit. He asked to become a member of the church and began to call himself a Christian, something he confessed he would have considered, at an earlier stage of life, to be a laughable impossibility.
About a year after joining the church, Jim was diagnosed with cancer—a CAT scan had revealed a malignant tumor growing beneath his skull, behind his left ear. A few weeks later he called me up and asked if I could tell him why he wasn’t depressed. I couldn’t, of course, but when he told me he was preparing to undergo intensive chemotherapy, I assumed he was mustering a kind of optimism that I had seen before in cancer patients. In my experience, this kind of optimism serves people well, so I offered Jim nothing but encouragement. “I don’t know why you’re feeling so upbeat," I said, “but I say just run with it."
Something about Jim, though, was different from most cancer patients I had known. Through the course of his treatment, his spiritual awakening accelerated. In the midst of a taxing regimen of chemotherapy and radiation, he was absolutely blooming. He was in love with his wife—“the best wife anyone could ever want." He was in love with his new church—“a great church, a fantastic group of people." He was in love with life.
Knowing that Jim was something of a computer expert, I called him up one day, explained to him that I was in the market for a new laptop, and asked his advice.
“Let’s go shopping," he proposed. I was quick to accept the invitation.
The next Wednesday I drove up to the front of Jim’s house and, per our agreement, honked the horn. As he walked to the car, I noticed he had lost a lot of weight, something that, ironically, made his entirely average middle-aged paunch stand out more than it ever had before. He smiled at me and tipped his plaid racing cap—his preferred sartorial strategy for hiding the patchy baldness that chemotherapy had caused.
Jim and I drove to Westwood, to a little computer store that dealt in high volume with faculty and students at nearby UCLA. Jim was on a mission to get me the best laptop money could buy.
After I insisted again and again that I really did need to work within a budget, Jim finally relented. He asked a salesman to start up a couple of different models and took them for a test drive while I looked over his shoulder.
After talking me through a comparison, Jim pointed at the second laptop on the counter and said, “This is a great computer. This is the best value. This will last you a long, long time." Six years later, when I first sat down to type out Jim’s story on my Toshiba Satellite 315CDS, I remarked that he was entirely right.
After shopping we drove down the coast and stopped for lunch at a fish house in Marina del Rey. Sitting on the restaurant’s sunlit veranda, eating a swordfish sandwich, Jim could hardly contain himself. This was an absolutely incredible day. I had just bought what was arguably the best laptop computer in the world (under $1,500, anyway). We were eating the best swordfish ever caught. Our view of the Pacific was unsurpassed. Surely I had to agree with him: life just doesn’t get any better than this.
Jim Wislocki, dying of cancer, was treating me to one of the best days of his life. It was one of the best days of my life too.
That week I determined to pay closer attention to Jim. For several months my own spirit at church had been growing worse and worse. I was bickering with some of the church’s leaders—over what I can now barely recall—and I had let these disagreements sour my mood. I decided to try to look at the church through Jim’s eyes, to see if I could account for his unabashed enthusiasm.
At the coffee hour the following Sunday, Jim worked the room as if he were the pastor, not I. He welcomed newcomers, singing the praises of his new church family and bragging about my preaching. He consoled the people, sick or grieving, whose names had been lifted during the time of public prayer.
Even the people I experienced as most difficult Jim found delightful. He called me over to hear a story that Dave Lovell was telling him, not knowing that Dave and I had been engaged in a bitter argument just the week before. With Jim egging him on, Dave started the story over and when he finished, the three of us laughed and laughed.
Over the course of the next few weeks I stayed in close touch with Jim Wislocki. It dawned on me that I was sick in spirit, and Jim’s infectious grace was the perfect remedy. Following his lead, I began once again to practice the simple discipline of looking for the best in people, instead of expecting the worst. My heart softened.
Eventually, Jim gave up on chemotherapy. The tumor had not responded to treatment and was continuing to spread. His oncologist said surgery was not an option because the tumor was deeply enmeshed with his brain. He would continue with radiation, to delay the cancer’s spread, but he stopped all curative measures in hopes of improving the quality of his remaining weeks or months.
At this point in his life Jim astonished me. Quite simply, he displayed no fear or apprehension in the face of death. In fact, apart from the thought of leaving Barbara, he did not give any real signs of lament. Every day was better than before, filled with remarkable surprises and unexpected gifts. As his body died from cancer, Jim’s spirit was being filled to the brim with life and love.
In his last weeks, Jim was overcome by a sense of oneness with God. I asked him what he thought about dying, and, a scientist through and through, he said he conceived of it like this: “It is all energy and mass. And if I live or if I die, I will still be a part of the cosmos, I will still be a part of God. I will have changed in form but I will not cease to be." Jim’s formulation struck me as an authentic attempt to put into modern language the inexpressible, inescapable mystery of God’s immeasurable grace. As Christians the world over sing almost weekly in worship, “Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost. As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end, Amen."
A few weeks
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