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Preface

Everyone is on their own spiritual path and we all have different understandings of death, dying and life to come. Like-wise there are many different traditions, faiths and understandings around the mystery of death and beyond.

All the great faith traditions, such as Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism and Confucianism, have a wealth of understandings and material to help us navigate the final steps of our earthly journey. Embrace and be comfortable with your own understandings and convictions, but also be open to other insights and you’ll be the richer for it. 

The offerings of this book are intended as helpful pointers, not answers. May you enjoy the reflections and find peace and hope on your journey.

Keep a notebook or journal to hand, ready to write your thoughts and reflections as you read the book.


Introduction
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Facing our death can generate questions, uncertainties, anxieties and fears. Some are about our loved ones and what will become of them, some are about how we will cope with the actual experience of dying and some are about what lies ahead of us when we die. 

But facing our death can also be a wonderful time of personal reflection and deepening peace—when we gather together the many threads of our life, give voice to the love and gratitude that we have sometimes failed to express, and more and more let go into that ‘ocean of love’ from which we were born, to which we return and from which we can never be separated.

We all have to face our dying. As one wit once said, “Life is something none of us gets out of alive.” This simple book is intended to help you face your own death with courage and faith, rather than with foreboding or fear. Some simple things can help ease your mind and bring peace to your heart. 

Some of this book is written in the first-person singular to help you personalise your reflections. Feel free to dip into its pages just where and when you want, pondering only one or two paragraphs at a time.

A pyramid diagram has been included as a roadmap—building blocks, if you like—by which you can chart your progress through the various sections. I sincerely hope that these suggestions, explored and expanded with your own ideas, will be of real benefit to you.

The final part of this book includes readings and reflections from a wide range of perspectives and faith traditions.

 


Part 1 — Look forward, look back
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Your wishes 

It is important to make your wishes regarding your death and funeral known as clearly as possible. To that end, you may want to consider the following:


	Ensure your business and personal affairs are in order and that you have an updated Will.



	An Enduring Power of Attorney (EPA) is a legal document naming the person you’d like to take care of your personal and financial matters, if you can’t. That person is called your Attorney and this can be set-up through your lawyer or filling out forms available online and lodging them with your lawyer.



	Fill out a document called ‘Advance Care Plan’ (available from your doctor). This allows you to state your preferences for palliative care if and when you are unable to express your own wishes. 



	Distribute or record any personal items you’d like family or friends to have.



	Write or record a brief personal history. In years to come, your grandchildren and succeeding generations will thank you for this. Don’t hesitate to ask someone to help you with this task.



	Write down any wishes you have regarding your funeral. This can include: readings, hymns, music, who you’d like to lead and participate in the service, where you want it held and in what form, and whether you want to be buried or cremated.





The Service or Event is about you and should reflect your interests and values and what you want. Planning a quiet family event or an exciting exit is a way to ensure you retain control of your life to the end. 

An important consideration is to engage your loved ones in conversation about what’s happening. Avoiding talk of the obvious is not helpful. Open conversation and planning reduce anxieties and assist grieving in a positive way.


	A ‘good death’ is where you can be comfortable, pain free, in a familiar place (if possible) and surrounded by those dearest to you. There need be no suffering. Palliative care will protect your dignity and will ensure death happens gently and peacefully which is the experience of the vast majority as they exit this life.



	It may also be helpful to those arranging your funeral to have a contact list (make this available before your death in writing or leave instructions as to where it can be found) of those whom you would like notified of your passing. You may also wish to choose, or have taken, some personal photos to have shown at your funeral service.



	Make sure that your family or whoever will be looking after your affairs, knows where to find important documents, computer passwords, etc. You may wish to make hard copies of these documents as a backup. Of course, be very careful with passwords, ensuring you keep these secure so that your privacy and access to your bank accounts, etc. remain secure.



	If you are on Facebook or other social media and wish not to have your page available after you’ve gone, be sure to delete it when the time is right or give someone else instructions and password access to do this on your behalf.



	Consider arranging a ‘goodbye’ event – a closure time with invited family and friends when all have an opportunity to express what is in their hearts to say. 
This can be a simple gathering of family and friends to celebrate your life by retelling the stories of your journey and reminiscing on times shared. It is helpful to have a trusted friend guide the event. Such an event is an honest way of facing what’s happening and can be very helpful in adjusting everyone to the reality of the situation, and foster a positive grieving process.



	Last, but perhaps most important of all, find some one-on-one time with those nearest and dearest to you so that you can express your love and gratitude, and perhaps ask their forgiveness for any hurt you may have caused them. Be strong and supportive of your loved ones—they will be feeling their coming loss just as deeply as you are.






Record ‘My Wishes’ in your notebook  






 

Your experiences 
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It can be very beneficial at this time to do a kind of ‘life review’—taking a trip down memory lane and recalling the most memorable aspects of your life. As Carl Jung reminds us, “our vision will become clear only when we can look into our own heart. Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakes!”

Common to all people are three main categories of experience:


	Significant people



	Significant places



	Significant events. 





During busier periods of life, we may have had little time to reflect on and evaluate such experiences in a more considered way. But now, as you rest, you have time and reason to look back and survey your personal life story. 

You can trace the good times and bad, the highs and lows, joys and sorrows, excitements and disappointments, successes and failures, the pain and suffering, the losses and the grief—all that has served to shape you and make you the unique person you are today. Another word for ‘unique’ is ‘precious.’ And that’s what you and your story are! 

Your life story is unique and precious because there has never been, and never will be, anyone else with the same experience as yours. Your story will reflect a family history rich in its diversity, encompassing different countries and cultures, ethnicities and faith traditions, professions and occupations, migrants and pioneers, artists and musicians … and so much more. 

To name, and perhaps write down, the significant people, places and events in your life is an important step in helping you bring your life to a close peacefully and with a sense of completion. 

Memory exercises to gather up your experiences and achievements

The following are some exercises in ‘remembering’ to guide your reflections. There is no hurry. Just attempt one ‘remembering’ exercise at a time. It would be helpful to find a comfortable place and position. Close your eyes, try not to think too hard, and let the names, places and events float into your mind.

You’ll notice through the next ‘remembering’ sections, the idea of having a notebook to write down the important wishes, people, places and events of your life. Having a special notebook or journal dedicated to this purpose can be of help and also be the place where you could record the memorable anecdotes of your life. It might even morph into the ‘the story of my life!’ This would be a lovely gift to leave your family and be appreciated by the generations to come. This doesn’t have to be word perfect or typed. Doing it in your own hand writing even with corrections, would add to its appeal. I treasure the few samples of my parents’ writing I still have.

Simply told stories of your life would give real insight into your own unique life and journey. When we think of it our lives are full of stories. These stories will also be from your parents and grandparents and the ‘mega stories’ of society that you’ve shared with countless other people. These guiding and shaping stories from your education and employment history, social, cultural, religious and community activities, have all helped to shape and give meaning and purpose to your life. Reflecting on them at this stage can be very rewarding particularly if you note down the stories that have mattered most to you and why.



 

My significant people 

This ‘remembering’ is about the















My significant places
















My significant events













My part in the big picture of life



















Surfacing the hard stuff and valuing myself










When bodies and brains wear out


































Facing the big questions














Leaving this world 
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