
 

A reflection on  
Dying 

 



 
Words written by and about Naomi Fisher, as spoken at her funeral 

after an early death from cancer. 
 

"Naomi Fisher, B.A. Fine Art, Sheffield Hallam University, Psalter 
Lane, Sheffield S11. Well, that's what I had hoped for but... over the 
past years I've learnt what changeable things plans can be – after all, 
each one is only a thought and thoughts come and go quickly.  

I'm surprised at how excited I get at the prospect of another day. 
Sometimes. I lie in bed at night with butterflies in my stomach 
thinking about the day ahead. Thomas climbing into bed around 
7am, whispering conversations and sharing our last night's dreams. 
He nearly always remembers more than I do. As he and Andrew get 
into the whirl of breakfast, dressing, collecting of school things, I 
drift into sleep again, listening to the tail-end of Today on Radio 4.  

I never really cared about food in the way I do now - talk of organic 
or healthy irritates – all I want is delicious! I'm lucky, that's what I 
usually get, with people around me prepared to make untimely 
dashes to the supermarket to satisfy some new craving.  

I enjoy the pace of my life. My brain works slowly, I move slowly. 
The days are quite repetitive but somehow that makes me happy – it 
feels contained and I give thought to simple tasks. I suppose it feels 
quite meditative.  

I miss my independence but it's almost as if I needed to, to make me 
realise how much love there is."  

Naomi had no belief in an afterlife. But she did believe in the human 
spirit or soul. She believed that all life on this planet is part of a 
natural process - a process of which we are all a part. She saw 
herself and her illness in these terms. She remained true to her 
understanding, and was able to say;  

'Peace. A lovely word. I have found more peace inside  
myself recently than I have ever experienced before. '  

And she said to her father, a short time before her final operation, 
that she wasn't afraid to die, just afraid of not having lived.  



Soon we shall die 
 
Soon we shall die and all memory of those people will have left 
the earth, and we ourselves shall be loved for a while and 
forgotten. But the love will have been enough; all those impulses 
of love return to the love that made them. Even memory is not 
necessary for love. There is a land of the living and a land of the 
dead, and the bridge is love, the only survival, the only meaning.  

The last words of Thornton Wilder's novel,  
The Bridge of San Luis Rey  

 
 
 
 

Hebridean Death Croon 
 
Home thou’rt going tonight to the Winter Everhouse, 
The Autumn, Summer and Springtime Everhouse, 
Home art going tonight on music of cantors, 
White angels thee wait on the shore of the Avon. 
Youth sleep of Jesus, 
Life sleep of Jesus, 
Glory sleep of Jesus, 
Sleep and put from thee thy every woe, 
Sleep and put off from thee every woe. 
Sleep of seven virtues on thee, 
Sleep of seven slumbers on thee, 
Sleep of seven moons upon thee, 
Softly sleep, softly sleep, free from woe, 
Softly sleep, free from woe. 
All these dreamings dear love be thine, 
All these dreamings dear love be thine, 
All these dreamings dear love be thine. 
Softly to sleep, softly to sleep, 
Softly to sleep, softly to sleep. 



A description by her mother of being alongside her daughter Francesca  
as she dies of AIDS 

 

Francesca is supremely gentle, loving, marvellously calm.  
'Tell me where we're going,' she whispers.  
We talk softly of sand and sunshine, of sea and soft breezes. Poppy's 

finger-circles soothe her forehead.  
Francesca's body is still, her skin bruised blue, her face tranquil.  
She says, 'Is it far?'  
We reply, 'Not very far. Not far at all.'  
She turns her body to me, small as a child. She comes into my arms. 

I bend over her, shielding her with my body. My arms are strong around 
her frailty. Four years ago, when we first knew of what was to come, 
she sent me a postcard. On the reverse were written three words, 'I love 
you.' The picture was a Leonardo pencil sketch, a mother with her 
daughter, head resting on lap, tender in each other's arms.  

My strength flows into her, linked through me to her sister by touch. 
She holds tight to my body, an infant at the breast. Strength flows 
through us like a current. Her hands reach up to my face, pulling the 
life-force she needs for her journey, drawing the breath from my lips. 
Her body is cold as ice - not a dead thing, but a living cold which 
freezes all it touches. But at the core I feel the burning flame, as if all 
the warmth in that brief life is sucked into a single red-hot core.  

Her breathing calms. Her sister's litany of love is in her ears, my 
strength within her. I rock her in my arms. 'Sweet baby, my baby, my 
baby, my baby.' I am carrying her now, cradled in her cloud of love and 
angels. Here is no dark river, no tumbling waters, no fathomless pool. 
We move together towards that far shore. The breeze on our cheeks is 
soft and sweet.  

As yet I have no tears – Francesca would not have pennitted such 
sorrow in her presence. A phrase from Virgil, a clumsy translation from 
school days, comes to mind. Odysseus on his joumeyings, musing on 
the certainty of death: 'Sunt lacrimae rerum – there are tears in the 
nature of things, but mortal things touch the mind.'  

Afterwards, I cannot tell the exact moment when her breathing 
stops, when her spirit leaves her body. I only know that I am permitted 
to carry her across, to give her into gentler arms than mine, that there is 
not a single instant when she is alone. No time of fear, or pain, or loss.  

This for comfort, for hope, for peace - my daughter, my sweet child. 
Light candles for her spirit, her bravery, her tenderness. At the end, in 
that moment of final triumph, was nothing left but joy.  

 
From Elizabeth Luard’s book  

‘Family Life: Birth, Death and the Whole Damn Thing’ 



These are the concluding words of 'A Way to Die', the book that 
Rosemary and Victor Zorza wrote about their daughter Jane, who 
died from cancer when she was twenty-five.  

When we went back to Washington at the end of the summer, we 
became aware of a change in ourselves. We were thinking far more 
than ever before about what really matters in life, about feelings, 
about the more abiding human values, about people – people as 
individuals. Jane talked of all these matters in her last weeks, and 
she made them more real to us than they had been. She also took 
pleasure in passing on her more cherished possessions to her friends. 
She gave a lot of thought to it. She liked to see them walk away with 
something she had given them, after they had said goodbye.  

'I don't need a "thing" to remember Jane by,' said one of her 
friends. 'Jane taught me how to make bread. Whenever I make bread, 
I think of her.' 

Before she died, we had talked of how people live on in what 
they do, in their actions, in the memories of those they have 
influenced. That was how Jane hoped she would live on. And she 
will.  

 
 
 

First Lesson 
 

Lie back, daughter, let your head  
be tipped back in the cup of mv hand,  
Gently, and I will hold you. Spread 
your arms wide, lie out on the stream  
and look high at the gulls. A dead-  
man's float is face down. You will dive  
and swim soon enough where this tidewater 
ebbs to the sea. Daughter. believe  
me, when you tire on the long thrash  
to your island, lie up, and survive.  
As you float now, where I held you  
And let go, remember when fear 
cramps your heart what I told you: 
Lie gently and wide to the light-year 
stars, lie back, and the sea will hold you.  

 
Philip Booth (1925 - ) 



 
 
 
A conversation between President Mitterand and the author 
 
"The process has begun. The illness is fatal, I know ....” His 
voice is calm; he is looking directly into my eyes. "I’m not 
afraid of death, but I love life. It always comes too soon.”  
Then we talk about time, and the amount he has left to live. 
Nobody can give him a prognostication about this.  

"You mustn’t start dying before death comes,” I say. We 
both know that one can be clear-minded about the approach 
of death and yet continue to have all sorts of plans. It’s a 
matter of staying absolutely alive until the end.  

The president wonders if believers face death with 
greater serenity. Is there a connection between. faith and 
peace of mind? Our conversations about death have often 
turned toward the mystical. Could it be otherwise? Can one 
talk about the eternal mystery that is death without evoking 
our connection to the invisible, given everything we cannot 
explain, but only intuit? The president, who describes himself 
as agnostic, says this doesn't stop him from having a religious 
belief – that he is linked to some dimension beyond himself.  

"One can be a nonbeliever and yet serene in the face of 
death; one can prepare for it as for a journey into the 
unknown. After all, the unknown is simply another form of 
the beyond," he posits.  

"It's not faith, but the texture of a life lived that allows 
one to give oneself into the arms of death."  
 

From ‘Intimate Death’ by Marie de Hennezel 



 
 

A terminally ill child’s last wish fulfilled 
 

Silence falls in the huge hall as the Dalai Lama arrives 
on the platform. A young boy, very frail, head shaved and 
the skin almost translucent, goes up the steps to the side. It's 
clear that we're looking at a sick child, though he holds 
himself absolutely erect. A woman leads him in front of the 
Dalai Lama, says a few words, and the holy man bends 
down toward the child. The two shaved heads, one tanned 
and brown, the other almost transparently white, are now 
touching forehead to forehead. There is something pro~ 
foundly moving in this encounter between the elderly sage 
and the sick child. A man at the microphone explains that 
the child has leukemia and his life is in danger because all 
the treatments have failed. The boy's greatest wish was to 
have the chance someday to meet the Dalai Lama. That 
wish has now been granted.  

The old monk seats the child to his right at the 
conference table and the last speakers at the conference 
succeed one another at the microphone. Finally, it is time 
for questions from the floor. Luc Bessette turns to the child 
and asks, "Can you tell us what you most need at this point 
in your illness? And can you tell us what death means for 
you?"  

The child takes the microphone and, with an unshakable 
inner authority, answers in a voice that is as calm as it is 
amazingly poised: "What I need is for people to treat me as 
if I weren't ill. For them to laugh and have fun with me and 
just be natural. I know I'm only here for a limited time, to 
learn something. When I've learned what I've been born to 
learn, I'll leave. But in my head, I cannot imagine life 
stopping."  

 
From ‘Intimate Death’ by Marie de Hennezel 



 
 
 
 
 

Some thoughts on letting-go 
 
In any lifetime, Christian or not, there are innumerable 

little deaths - always painful and frightening (that can't be 
avoided): the failure of an exam and change of course, perhaps; 
the break-up of a love affair; the loss of a childish faith; seeing 
one's child leave home for the first time; moving house; the loss 
of a job; retirement. Cling to what you have at that moment, 
and you're lost. Unclench your hands and let it slip away, and 
you are ready to receive the unimagined new life. If we can 
learn that habit from all the small occasions for dying which 
may come to us, then when the last letting-go is called for, it 
will be familiar and confident. Our formation of that habit will 
be immeasurably strengthened as we keep our eyes on the truth 
about God and about life revealed in Jesus, whose attitude was; 
'I lay down my life to receive it back again. No one has robbed 
me of it. I am laying it down of my own free will. I have the 
inner authority to lay it down and to receive it back again. This 
charge I received from my Father' (John 10.17-18).  

So the choice for every human being is between death or 
death – the death of a letting-go that hurts like hell but leads to 
resurrection, or the death of slow extinction as all the energies 
are spent on getting and keeping, instead of living and giving.  

 
From ‘A Matter of Life and Death’ by John Taylor 

 



 
 
 
 
 

To learn how to die 
 

To learn how to die cut down a tree,  
Watch how so many years fall. 
You don't need to have planted it for it to be your life.  
 
You know countless trees have grown  

and will grow where this tree faIls  
Everyone alive now will be underground  

and will have gone from roots, branches and leaves  
to roots, branches and leaves many times.  

You've seen how the seed of a tree  
can rise from the pit of a stump.  

Wherever your feet touch earth  
you know you are touching  
where something has died or been born.  

 
Count the rings and stand on the stump and stretch your arms  

to the sky.  
Think only because it was cut down could you do this.  
You are standing where no one has stood  

but the dark inside a life  
that many years.  

Antler 

from ‘Earth Prayers from around the World’ 
 

 



 
 
 
To The Edge  
 
By her bed I was  
the hurtful child again.  
 
Virtuous and vicious,  
innocence, oblivious,  
wounding without will.  
Disturbed by my doubt  
compelled by conviction  
still, waited.  
 
Her bony fingers  
fumbled the tousled sheets,  
as her dry, lined lips  
formed the words that came  
in stuttered whisper –  
‘doctor – will I die?’ 
  
Her brief, brittle gaze  
stifling fury, amidst fear,  
pleading pride, from indignity  
walked us to the edge of hope 
and stood us on the precipice 
of understanding.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
I took her hand, and she  
read as a blind man braille.  
I said enough and  
together we stepped out.  
 
The anguish acknowledged  
her scalding sorrow flowed,  
and she wept.  
No reassurance but release;  
no comfort but confidence;  
an affirmation of trust;  
an absolution of truth.  
 
As I leave, my feet  
heavier on the floor,  
the child is a man again;  
always older, and sighing  
in sad speculation.  
 
When must that man measure.  
his own mortality?  
For how long will he walk  
willingly  

to the edge  
 

Kilian Dunphy  
 

 



 
 
 
 

To Pam from a 
Young Doctor 

 
I wanted to talk to her of death,  
and knew nothing of it  
but the textbook pain that  
I had read and learnt about'  
and read the fear in her  
staring eyes, now too  
large for her still recognisable head.  
 
So I about faced  
and tried to raid my memories  
but foolishly talked of futures –  
mine  not hers –  
futile irrelevancies.  
Until almost plucking  
from the thin air  
that she expired  
said ‘I'm sorry,  
I love you so.’  
and she took my hand.  
 
Now I begin to understand.  
 
John Smith 

 



Now I recall my childhood 
 
Now I recall my childhood when the sun  
Burst to my bedside with the day's surprise:  
Faith in the marvellous bloomed anew each dawn,  
Flowers bursting fresh within my heart each day.  
 

I looked upon the world with simple joy,  
On insects, birds and beasts, and common weeds;  
The grass and clouds had fullest wealth of awe.  
 

Now when I think of coming death,  
I find life's song in star-songs of the night,  
In rise of curtains and new morning light,  
In life reborn in fresh surprise of love.  
 

Rabindranath Tagore 
 
 
 
 
This May Morning  
 
My mother is mouthing an answer, but no sound comes  
To question the darkness she is slowly becoming.  
 
Blossom outside the window settles,  
Weightless as our words that cannot find her.  
 
Silence is better, softly falling round our shoulders,  
Dropping onto the covers like tears, petals, snow.  
 
Enough to know as lovers do, who share silence  
Easily, that this moment will pass, become memory.  
 
Instead, I stroke her hair; suddenly that small child  
Barelegged, climbing tall stairs while she waits patiently.  
 
I am in her place, wherever that is; soon she will know  
How infinitely the drifting blossom resembles snow.  
 

Ann Williams 



 
 
 
A Blessing for the Millennium 
  

There is a grace approaching  
that we shun as much as death,  
it is the completion of our birth.  
 
It does not come in time,  
but in timelessness  
when the mind sinks into the heart  
and we remember who we really are.  
 
It is an insistent grace that draws us  
to the edge and beckons us  
to surrender safe territory  
and enter our enormity.  
 
We know we must pass beyond knowing  
And fear the shedding.  
 
But we are pulled upward  
none-the-less  
through forgotten ghosts  
and unexpected angels  
realizing it doesn't make sense  
to make sense anymore.  
This morning the universe danced  
Before you as you sang –  
It loves that song!  
 

Stephen & Ondrea Levine 



Coda  

In 1976 I wrote the poem of a vivid dream, which showed me 
the journey I would be making towards my one-day dying - 
my land's end. Then I was fifty, now I am eighty-five, and 
still it accompanies me and gives me strength. I am ever more 
conscious of those 'people of my journey' whom I have 
known and loved since the dream came to me.  

Land's End  

I dreamt I trod a causeway formed of rock,  
the ocean to my left and the sea to my right.  
Sea and ocean meet at the land's end.  

I tread this rock-hard road  
moving westwards  

over peaks of a submerged  
mountain range  

salt waves lap my feet.  

And in the distance  
within my vision  

the land's end  
there where the sea  

and the ocean are one  
blue limitless.  

I see only what I can see, feel what I feel  
because I am here now seeing the end  

where the last mountain  
falls sheer into the sea.  
 

I am here in this place at this time  
laughing, running forward  

leaping onto steady rocks  
as waves wash  

over my sandalled feet.  



 
 
 
Others are with me, behind my shoulder  

I am not alone.  
They are the people of my journey  

the necessary people  
who formed the pattern of my life.  

Because they are there, I am here  
on this knife-edge-rock-road  

this mountain range  
whose peaks create my way.  

The ocean is very close  
I can see where the road ends  

and the sky is infinite  
in the near distance  

at my land's end  
 

Jean Clark 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Tomorrow  
 
And tomorrow the sun will shine again,  
and on the path that I shall take  
It will unite us, lucky ones, again  
amid this sun-breathing earth  
And to the beach, broad and blue-waved,  
we shall climb down, quiet and slow  
Speechless we shall gaze in each other's eyes,  
and the speechless silence of happiness will  

fall on us.  
 

Richard Strauss 



 
 
 

 


