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“How can you take the fear of death and turn it into something 
profound, something positive? What is the alchemy that 
allows someone who is in a metaphorical desert to turn 
around and see a flower?” —From Living Fully, Dying Well 
 

Most of us try to avoid thinking about death—until the moment we come face to face 
with it. But when we have the courage to accept our inevitable mortality—and even to 
contemplate it actively, as a spiritual practice—we open the door to living fully, 
joyfully, and in complete presence. Living Fully, Dying Well is an investigation into the 
challenge each of us faces: to embrace all of life from the beginning to the end. 

When death approaches, many of us undergo a profound transformation—we let go of 
old distractions and focus with new clarity on what gives our life meaning. Yet we can 
invite these profound “deathbed revelations” at any point in our lives by engaging in an 
honest inquiry into our own mortality. Living Fully, Dying Well provides a doorway to 
begin your own exploration of the mysteries of death—from the cultural myths about 
dying, to the personal fears we all share, to the question of what becomes of us beyond 
this life. 

Living Fully, Dying Well unfolds as a dialogue between spiritual leaders and medical 
healers, each of whom brings a unique perspective to the universal human experience of 
death. These luminaries offer their stories, their insights, and their most valuable 
practices—all to transform death from a source of fear to an opportunity. 

The second part of the book is an independent collection of resources: guided 
meditations, life-review practices, affirmations, and reflections.  

According to the editor, “we wanted to illustrate how combining these perspectives on 
dying might enable us to live with more vitality and compassion, while also imparting 
wisdom to help our family, friends, and colleagues go on without us.” 
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Advance Praise for Living Fully, Dying Well 
 
“Living Fully, Dying Well offers a thought-provoking series of discussions about the 
meaning of life and death by noted spiritual thinkers and teachers from both Eastern and 
Western traditions. These conversations are refreshingly free of religious and 
materialistic dogma, and they delve into theoretical issues such as the nature of 
consciousness and the possibility of life after death, then they proceed to practical 
advice on how to live life to the fullest—including the final phase of life known as 
death. This book is bound to benefit many readers seeking greater fulfillment.” 

—B. Alan Wallace, author of Mind in the Balance:Meditation in Science, Buddhism, 
and Christianity 

  

“In this age, when more than one-third of all deaths in North America take place in a 
hospice setting, we are in need of wise resources and practical tools for creating a 
spiritually inspired approach to dying and death. Edward W. Bastian and Tina L. Staley 
have created such a resource book. Living Fully, Dying Well offers a rich contribution to 
21st-century understanding of the multi-dimensional aspects of the human encounter 
with death.” 

—Simcha Raphael, author of Jewish Views of the Afterlife 

  

“The fact of death and the art of dying are subjects that every human being would do 
well to reflect upon. That this book offers reflections from an interspiritual perspective 
contributes to its unique value. We should be grateful that these wise beings have come 
together on the theme of Living Fully, Dying Well.” 

—Kabir Helminski, author of The Knowing Heart and Living Presence 
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Annotated Table of Contents for 
Living Fully, Dying Well 
 

The following table of contents describes the questions posed in each chapter, to help 
suggest story ideas. Any chapter in Part 1 (in dialogue format among the experts) or Part 
II (exercises and practices) are available as excerpts. 

Introduction by Dr. Edward W. Bastian ..................................................................... xv 
Co-author Edward Bastian tells the story of his first near-death experience from a bee 
sting after which he awakes in the hospital, glad to be alive, humbled and a bit 
humiliated by having “died” so unconsciously, without any spiritual prayers or 
meditation. A few years later, he has two more brushes with death, but this time is 
prepared. This chapter shares how his personal quest to understand death resulted in this 
book full of stories, reflections and discussions among experts. 
 
Part I : Dialogue and Reflection on Living Fully and Dying Well
 
One: Coming to Terms with Our Mortality ................................................................. 3 
Dr. Edward W. Bastian, Joan Halifax Roshi, and Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi 

In facing the best- and worst-case scenarios of our own death, how can we confront our 
fears head on, rather than avoiding them? 
 
Two: A Life of Deaths, and More Life! ....................................................................... 11 
Dr. Edward W. Bastian, Tessa Bielecki, and Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi  

What is “daily dying” and the “life failure” that may occur if we do not engage death 
consciously? Can we live fully when we fear death? Can having “little deaths” 
throughout life help us when we encounter death itself? 
 
Three: Care from the Heart ........................................................................................ 25 
Dr. Edward W. Bastian, Dr. Ira Byock, Tina L. Staley, and Joan Halifax Roshi 

How do we approach death in our conventional health-care facilities and how we might 
change this approach for the better? How can we work with this possibility of dying in a 
hospital or nursing home? Can we avoid demoralizing ourselves and others with this 
attitude? Can we promote ways to work within the system? 
 
Four: Living Through Our Dying ..............................................................................  43 
Dr. Edward W. Bastian, Dr. Ira Byock, and Tina L. Staley 
 
How do embrace the process of continuing to “live” even as we are dying? How can we 
assess and enhance quality of life for the person who is dying? 
 
Five: The Great Opportunity ........................................................................................ 57 
Dr. Edward W. Bastian, Dr. Ira Byock, Tina L. Staley, andJoan halifax Roshi 

How do you move through the layers of "taking leave" at the end of life?  What  
“baggage” of life do we bring into the dying process? What are the Buddhist approaches 
to dying? 
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Dr. Edward W. Bastian, Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, and Tessa Bielecki 

A rabbi and a nun discuss alternative visions of Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory and their 
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die? 
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Seven: Life After Life?.................................................................................................... 89 
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respective disciplines around the issues of living fully and dying well. 
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Tina L. Staley 
 
Rather than wait for an life-altering event to bring our life into focus, showing us how 
precious it really is, what if we altered our own life by facing our fears now, reaping the 
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Quotes from the Teachers & Experts 
on why it matters to have new conversations about “dying well” 

 
Edward Bastian (p xxx): That night I was prepared to die. I had been preparing for this 
night ever since my “death” by bee sting and, it seems, many years before that. After 
five hours of writing, meditating, and praying, the sun rose in the east, and I was still 
alive. I had lived through the night and the many nights that followed, and I am now 
deeply grateful for this opportunity to rehearse the moment of my death. This predeath 
experience was a kind of practicum where I could try to put into service my years of 
training and preparation. 
 
Reb Zelman (p 9): Coming to terms with one’s mortality is important work, especially 
for elders today; if we, as elders, don’t come to terms with our mortality, we aren’t 
going to do the eldering work that is necessary for the health of the planet. We’ll just 
“get old,” wasting years in a protracted dying, “killing time” while we could be living 
and giving what we know back to the planet. (See Zalman Schachter-Shalomi’s A Voice 
for the Planet in “Exercises for Facing Our Mortality” on page 168.) 

 
Tina Staley: (p 48-49) I think we tend to assume that the nearness of death itself 
diminishes someone’s quality of life. And so, to protect them — or maybe just to shield 
ourselves — we tiptoe around the issue. The very fact of death, of an end to our time in 
this life, makes many of us very uncomfortable. We go to great lengths to avoid or 
sidestep it. Then, because we don’t talk about death, especially not with the one who is 
dying, death becomes, as you mentioned earlier, the proverbial elephant in the room.  
Everybody sees it, everybody navigates around it, but nobody mentions it. Many 
patients come to me with a great hunger to talk about their own death as a result of this 
avoidance.  

One patient, Catherine, even pleaded with me, “Please talk to me about dying.” 
She said, “My friends won’t talk about it. My husband won’t talk about it. My medical 
team won’t even talk about it. What I want for our session is to talk about dying.” She 
described herself as a “realist.” Her breast cancer had metastasized throughout her body, 
and she knew she was going to die from it. But she couldn’t get anyone else to accept 
this reality. “I feel like I’m screaming inside, and no one wants to hear me.” 
 (See Life Review Exercises, pg 153-160) 
 
Dr. Ira Byock (p 54): Talking about the full dimensions of hospice and palliative care, 
human caring through the end of life, represents a shift that needs to occur in our society 
and culture’s approach to the end of life. It is a shift from seeing dying solely as a time 
of misery and suffering, a shift toward understanding that dying is a part of full and 
even healthy living, and a time of remarkable opportunity. 
 
Tina Staley: (p 144, from Chapter 10, Are You Living Fully?) It would be wonderful if 
each one of us could wake up every morning and remind ourselves that this day will 
never come again. Every moment of every day would become precious. I think that is 
what people mean when they talk about quality of life at the end of life—it is a savoring 
of life’s moments, and an ability to appreciate and enjoy the exquisiteness of each day. 
But how do we get ourselves to do that? No one should wait to live. So how can we 
come face-to-face with mortality now, so as to live more fully every moment for the rest 
of our lives? 
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…You see, one of the curious things about our fears, especially the really big ones, is 
that we have the sense that we won’t live through them. The truth is, we don’t live 
because of them.  
 
Tessa Bielecki (p 120-121): I think there is a big difference between relieving suffering 
and escaping from suffering… It is our task to relieve it wherever we see it. Sometimes 
we can, and sometimes we can’t; suffering is a profound mystery that we cannot 
measure; we cannot figure out. We are not in control of it. It is another kind of dying not 
to be able to help someone relieve their suffering. 

Dr. Marilyn Schlitz (p 126): I think if we can begin to “story” together around this 
issue, it is going to make a difference. For we provide some predictability in our lives 
through story. I think if we can own the value of this conversation in our “storying” 
together and begin to see the transformational capacities in storying collectively, we 
could shift the whole future of medicine, not only in America, but throughout the world. 
 
Dr. Ira Byock (p 128): We can’t change the fact that we are prone to illness, injuries, 
terrible suffering, and death. But we can try to leave nothing left unsaid or undone in 
any given day. This makes joy possible in the face of loss and impending death.  
(see Forgiveness exercises). 

 
Dr. Marilyn Schlitz (p 129): As I have been listening and thinking about the end of life 
during this dialogue—and having been with a number of people as they were dying—I 
have realized it isn’t always “the death” as much as “the leaving behind” that is so 
difficult. And so this idea of preparing yourself and others is important.  
 
I have a young son, and it scares me to think of leaving him alone—it scares me to the 
very core of my being. And yet, there are things I can do—again, working with this idea 
of control and predictability—to help prepare for that possibility. And I need to do it 
now; after all, I’m not ill, I’m in good form and have good cognitive ability, so I need to 
prepare the path so that at least on the material level, he is taken care of. 
 
Joan Halifax Roshi: (p133): One Zen teacher joked, “Enlightenment is an accident, 
and practice makes you accident prone.” It kind of hedges your bet. As with the Tibetan 
yogis, there are many stories of Zen masters who went into the yoga asana (meditation 
posture) and just left the body, while leaving a death poem to their students. I feel quite 
open to this possibility. Of course, from the Buddhist perspective, death is the greatest 
opportunity for liberation; there is no other moment in our lives that has more potential 
for experiencing complete freedom than the moment of our death. Since I have 
witnessed on several occasions this miracle in others, as a support to a dying person, I 
want to live accordingly. 
 
Mirabai Starr (p 240): Grievers are recreating themselves from the inside out. They 
need their clergy to bear witness to this sacred process, rather than to direct it according 
to their own unconscious fears and dogma. The spiritual leader may know from 
experience that the griever is going through a significant spiritual passage and that she 
will grow as a result, but he needs to keep this image in his own heart as he holds a safe 
and quiet place for the griever’s own journey to unfold. 

 


