
 
 
 
Ready and Willing        
 
I was away from hospice for 5 months. “Is it hard to go back?” my friends ask. My answer is, 
“no”, because I’m back working with people who love their jobs. Many of you have said that 
working in hospice is the best job you have ever had. I tell my friends that your energy and 
passion is infectious and it's a joy to work among you. I think they have a hard time believing me, 
because we see death all the time, and to them, that can’t be pleasant. Well, it isn’t pleasant, 
but it's a privilege. By truly being with dying, in all its aspects, from the pain and suffering to the 
relationships that heal and death bed transformations, to the humor and humanness, we get to 
walk on this journey with others providing comfort and direction in new territory. On top of that 
we get to truly think about and prepare for the eventuality of our own death.  
 
Arianna Huffington, in her book, Thrive, points to the many ways that our modern society 
ignores death and dying. She talks about how the closer death comes, the more we bury it, with 
tubes, machines, alarms and railings, making the person seem less human, less like us. Ms. 
Huffington says, “Since we have very efficiently removed death-and the dying-from our homes 
and our daily lives, those with the closest view of these lessons are end of life caregivers. And 
when you read their accounts, it’s remarkable how consistently they say that being so 
enmeshed in death has taught them a great deal about life.” I know there is nothing separating 
my life situation from those of my patients, except luck. I wish I could share with my friends how 
much working closely with the dying has given my life more vitality and compelled me to start 
learning to live more in the moment. It’s being up close and not turning away from dying that 
allows us to help those we serve and helps us face our own mortality. That is the gift of hospice 
work. 
 
Some of you know of Stephen Levine, author of the book, A Year to Live. Jack Kornfield said of 
him, “he died at his home in rural New Mexico. He was ready and willing.” When I read that, I 
stopped breathing for a few stunned seconds. This, I realized, is what I aspire to. I want to be 
ready and willing, however and whenever death comes.  By ready, I mean I want to have lived 
my life knowing each day counts, that when I’m with those who love me and whom I love, I am 
truly present for them, that I can let go of thoughts and emotions that get in the way of our 
shared experience and be accepting of what is. By willing, I mean that I truly know that there is 
no difference between my patients and me. That I accept a fatal diagnosis and poor prognosis 
with dignity I have learned from some of them. That I am as awake as I can be to experience the 
transition between life and death, to live this mystery through. I don’t think I would have this 
aspiration if I didn't work in hospice. This is something my friends wouldn’t understand, and one 
of the reasons I’m glad to be back here at work. 
 
Let’s take some time this morning to get ready for our own death. I’d like to review the nine 
contemplations on dying. 
 



1. Everyone must die. On earth there is a 100% mortality rate. No exceptions. Can we 
imagine our patients in healthier and happy times? They are us. 

 
2. The remainder of our lifespan is decreasing continually. As of today, I have one less 

breakfast to make. Just now I’ve taken one more breath toward my last, and on it goes. 
 
3. Death will come whether or not we are prepared. Time is too precious to put off 

whatever we need to do to be at peace on our deathbed. 
 
4. Human life expectancy is uncertain. One of my colleagues who is also a meditation 

teacher says he wakes up each day thinking it could be his last. This does not depress 
him but helps remind him to act graciously. 

 
5. There are many causes of death. To think of this is important, so our energy needed to 

cope is not consumed by being shocked that something surprising or unexpected is 
happening to us. 

 
6. The human body is fragile. Paying attention to how we are with illness, even a common 

cold, tells us something about how we might approach our own dying. Do we reach first 
for medicine? Do we comfort ourselves, are we kind to or resentful of our bodies? 

 
7. Our wealth and possessions cannot help us. We have spent a lot of time collecting 

things: books, clothes, furniture, Pokémon cards and characters. How much time have 
we spent on ways to be ready and willing to die? 

 
8. Our loved ones cannot help us. We alone will walk toward death and the only person 

that can help you is yourself. Have we committed some time to cultivating our faith, our 
presence of mind, our ability to comfort ourselves? 

 
9. Our own body cannot help. In fact, it may betray us with pain, delirium, nausea etc. This 

old horse, which has carried our heads, brain and mind around all this time will finally 
say goodbye. Do we appreciate it now so that we can look at it clearly and with 
gratitude as it diminishes and fades away? 
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