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Introduction

This letter was written six months after
the death of my mother. I wrote it to my father as
a letter of consolation. When I wrote it I did not
think of making it public, but now, three years
later, I feel a certain urge to do so. Because now I
have a real desire to offer this letter to all those
who suffer the pain that death can bring and who
search for new life. During the last few years I
have come to realize in a new way what it means
to live and die for each other. As this awareness
grew in me, I began to wonder if the fruits of our
grief are to be tasted only by ourselves.

Like other letters, this letter has its own history
and I would like to introduce its publication by
offering some explanation of why I decided to
write it.

Very shortly after my mother’s funeral in Octo-
ber 1978, I returned from Holland to the
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United States. A few days later I was busy again,
as always, teaching, counseling students, attending
faculty meetings, answering mail, and doing the
many things that fill the daily life of a university
teacher. There had been little or no opportunity
to let mother’s suffering and death enter deeply
into my innermost self.

During the days that my mother was dying and
during the days immediately after her death, I
tried to pay as much attention as I could to my
family and to anyone who offered friendship and
love. And then, back in the United States, far away
from home, the busy school life certainly did not
encourage me to listen to my own inner cries. But
one day, when I paused for a while in my office
between appointments, I suddenly realized that I
had not shed a single tear before or after mother’s
death. At that moment I saw that the world had
such a grasp on me that it did not allow me to fully
experience even the most personal, the most intim-
ate, and the most mysterious event of my life. It
seemed as if the voices around
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me were saying, “You have to keep going. Life
goes on; people die, but you must continue to live,
to work, to struggle. The past cannot be recreated.
Look at what is ahead.” I was obedient to these
voices: I gave my lectures with the same enthusi-
asm as ever; I listened to students and their prob-
lems as if nothing had happened; and I worked
with the same compulsiveness that had character-
ized my life since I started to teach. But I knew
then that this would not last if I really took my
mother and myself seriously. By a happy coincid-
ence—no, by a gracious gift of God—I had
planned a six months’ retreat with the Trappist
monks at the Abbey of the Genesee, which during
the past years had become a second home to me.

When I arrived at the monastery in January I
knew that this was going to be my time of grief.
On several occasions, while sitting in my little
room surrounded by the deep silence of the mon-
astery, I noticed tears coming from my eyes. I did
not really understand this. I was not thinking
about mother, I was not remembering her illness,
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her death, or her funeral, but from a place in me
deeper than I could reach, grief welled up and
manifested itself in soft weeping.

As the days and weeks passed I experienced a
growing urge to live through more fully and more
directly the loss of which my tears reminded me.
But I did not want to do this alone. I wanted to do
it with someone who could really understand what
was happening inside me. And who could better
understand me than my own father? It was an
obvious and easy decision, because ever since my
mother’s death his letters had become my greatest
source of comfort. In these letters he had told me
about his own grief and his struggle to build a
new, meaningful life without her. Maybe I could
offer him consolation and comfort by uniting my
pain with his.

Thus, I started to write this letter to my father,
a letter to speak with him about her whom we had
both loved so much, a letter to show him my love
and affection, a letter to offer him some of my re-
flections on mother’s death—in short, a
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letter of consolation. I wrote and wrote and wrote.
Once I started to write I realized how much I felt,
how much I wanted to say, and how much had
remained hidden during the six months since
mother had died.

To whom did I write this letter? To my father,
surely. But I was also writing to myself. Who was
consoled? My father was, I know, but when I fi-
nally wrote down the last words, I knew that I had
received as much and maybe more comfort and
consolation than he would. Many letters are that
way: they touch the writer as much as the receiver.

I now realize that this letter had to be written
for my father, for me, and maybe, too, for many
others who are asking the same questions that we
were asking. When I asked my father, two and a
half years after the letter was written, how he
would feel about making it available to others in
the form of a small book, he said, “If you think
that your writing about mother’s death and about
our grief can be a source of hope and consolation
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to more people than just ourselves, do not be
afraid to have it printed.”

And thus, after some thought and much encour-
agement from friends, I felt that it would be good
to take the letter out of the privacy of my life and
that of my father and offer it to those who know
the same darkness and are searching for the same
light.

I hope and pray that I made the right decision.

Henri J. M. Nouwen
December 29, 1981
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Next Monday it will be half a year since
mother died. It will be Holy Week and both of us
will be preparing ourselves to celebrate Easter.
How will this Easter be for us? You will be in the
parish church of our little Dutch town listening to
the story of Christ’s resurrection. I will read that
same story to monks and guests in a Trappist
monastery in upstate New York. Both of us will
look at the Easter candle, symbol of the risen
Christ, and think not only of him but also of her.
Our minds and hearts will be flooded with ideas
and feelings that are too deep, too complex, and
too intimate to express. But I am sure that we both
shall think about last year’s Easter, when she was
still with us. We both shall remember how she
loved this great feast and how she decorated the
house with flowers and the dinner table with
purple and yellow ribbons. Somehow it seems
long, long ago. Isn’t that your experience also?
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The last six months could as well have been six
years. Her death changed our experience of time;
the short period between last October and this
April seemed a very strange time in which the
days, weeks, and months were as long as they are
for a small child who is taking his first steps. We
had to relearn life. Every “normal” experience
became for us like a new experience. It had the
quality of a “first time.” How often have we used
these words! The first Christmas without mother,
the first New Year without mother, the first wed-
ding anniversary without mother. And now it will
be the first Easter without mother. I know that you
have been asking yourself often, as I have, “How
will it be without her?” We can hardly remember
any of these events without her being part of them.
We can no longer predict how we will feel on these
familiar days and occasions. They are, in fact, no
longer familiar. They have become unknown to
us. We have become suddenly aware how intim-
ately our ideas, feelings, and perceptions were
determined by her presence.
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Easter was not only an important day to celebrate,
but a day to celebrate with her, a day on which
her voice was heard, her letters anticipated, her
active presence felt—so much so that we could
not distinguish between the joys brought to us by
the feast and the joys brought to us by her pres-
ence at the feast. They had become one and the
same. But now we are forced to make a distinction,
and now we have become like children who have
to learn to do things for the first time on their own.

New experiences such as these have made the
last six months a strange time for us. Her death
became an ongoing death for us. Every time we
lived through another event without her, we felt
her absence in a new way. We became aware of
deep connections with her that we had forgotten
for a while but that were brought back to con-
sciousness by the forward movement of history.
And each time, she died again in us. Memories of
what she would have done, said, or written on
certain occasions made us more aware of her not
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being with us and deepened our grief.
Real grief is not healed by time. It is false to

think that the passing of time will slowly make us
forget her and take away our pain. I really want
to console you in this letter, but not by suggesting
that time will take away your pain, and that in
one, two, three, or more years you will not miss
her so much anymore. I would not only be telling
a lie, I would be diminishing the importance of
mother’s life, underestimating the depth of your
grief, and mistakenly relativizing the power of the
love that has bound mother and you together for
forty-seven years. If time does anything, it deepens
our grief. The longer we live, the more fully we
become aware of who she was for us, and the more
intimately we experience what her love meant for
us. Real, deep love is, as you know, very unobtrus-
ive, seemingly easy and obvious, and so present
that we take it for granted. Therefore, it is often
only in retrospect—or better, in memory—that we
fully realize its power and depth. Yes, indeed, love
often makes itself visible in pain.
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The pain we are now experiencing shows us how
deep, full, intimate, and all-pervasive her love
was.

Is this a consolation? Does this bring comfort?
It appears that I am doing the opposite of bringing
consolation. Maybe so. Maybe these words will
only increase your tears and deepen your grief.
But for me, your son, who grieves with you, there
is no other way. I want to comfort and console
you, but not in a way that covers up real pain and
avoids all wounds. I am writing you this letter in
the firm conviction that reality can be faced and
entered with an open mind and an open heart,
and in the sincere belief that consolation and
comfort are to be found where our wounds hurt
most.

When I write to you, therefore, that, in our re-
membering, not only the full depth of mother’s
love but also the full pain of her leaving us will
become known to us, I do so with the trying
question in mind: “Why is it that she died before
we did and why is it that we are the ones who
have
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to carry the burden of grief?” You must have asked
yourself this question many times. You have lived
your life with the unquestioned assumption that
you would die before mother. You felt this way
not simply because you were three years older
than she or because her health always seemed
better than yours, but because you sensed that she
would be more capable of living on without you
than you without her. Why then are you the one
who has to relearn life without her, and why are
you the one who came to know her not only in the
joy of her presence but in the pain of her absence?
She has been spared the sorrow of your death; she
never had to experience life without you. All the
sorrow has been given to you to bear, and you
have been entrusted with that awesome task of
discovering her love not only in life but in death.
Why? Although I am twenty-nine years younger
than you are, and although the “logic of life” says
parents die before their children, for me the ques-
tion is no different, because love does not know
“clock time.”
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I am writing this letter to you conscious of this
great question. I want to explore with you and for
you the meaning of her death and our life, of her
life and our death. In your letters to me since her
death—letters richer and fuller than any you wrote
to me before—you have raised the question of
death yourself. Ever since we saw her still face in
the hospital, we have wondered what death really
is. It is a question mother has left us with, and we
want to face it, enter it, explore it, and let it grow
in us. By doing so we may be able to console one
another. It will be a hard road to travel, but if we
travel it together we may have less to fear. I am
glad, therefore, that in this quiet and peaceful
Trappist monastery I have the opportunity to write
you this letter, and I am especially glad that I can
write to you during the days when both of us are
preparing ourselves to celebrate the resurrection
of our Lord Jesus Christ.
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I

Often I feel sad about the great distance
between us. Although I have always been content
with living in the United States, since mother’s
death I have sensed more than before the distance
that prevents me from being of more help and
support to you during these difficult months.
Regular letters and occasional phone calls are a
very limited substitute for being together. And yet
the paradox of it all is that the distance between
us may prove after all to be a blessing in disguise.
If I were still living in Holland and were able to
visit you every weekend and call you every day,
I should probably never have been able to let you
know my deeper feelings about mother and you.
Isn’t it true that it is much harder to say deep
things to each other than to write them? Isn’t it
much more frightening to express our deeper
feelings about each other when we sit around the
breakfast table than when the Atlantic Ocean
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separates us? We have spent many hours watching
television together since mother died. We have
often had a meal together at home or in a restaur-
ant. We have taken little rides together through
the woods. But seldom, very seldom, have we
spoken about what was closest to our hearts. It
was as if the physical closeness prevented the
spiritual closeness we both desired. I am not sure
if I fully understand this myself, but it seems that
we are not the only people for whom this holds
true. Physical and spiritual closeness are two quite
different things, and they can—although they do
not always—inhibit each other. The great distance
between us may be enabling us to develop a rela-
tionship that you might not be able to develop
with your other children and their families who
live so close to you.

One obvious result of our distance is that you
have started to write letters to me. Since mother
died you not only write more often, but your let-
ters are different. That has meant a lot to me dur-
ing the last six months. I had become so
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used to mother’s weekly letters, in which she told
about all the family events, big and small, and
kept showing her interest in my own life with all
its ups and downs, that I feared their sudden ab-
sence. You used to write very seldom, and when
you did, your letters consisted mostly of general,
almost philosophical, reflections; they did not re-
veal much about your actual work, concerns, or
feelings. It always seemed as though you felt that
mother was the one who took care of personal re-
lationships. I remember how often you used to
say, as I left the house to return to the United
States, “Don’t forget to write mother.” It was al-
most as if you were not very interested in hearing
from me and were primarily concerned that
mother and I would stay in close touch. I do not
think that this was true. On the contrary, I think
that you were very interested in hearing from me,
but you usually left it to mother to express the af-
fection, concern, and interest that you shared with
her. Sometimes it was even humorous. Whenever
I called you by phone, I was surprised that you
took it for
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granted that I really called for mother. I always
had the hardest time keeping you on the line for
more than a few seconds. After reassuring me that
everything was fine with you, you always said
quickly, “Well, here’s mother.” I knew a call made
you happy, but your happiness seemed to be de-
rived from mother’s joy and gratefulness.

But now she is no longer there for you to hide
behind. And you have indeed stepped forward!
You have written me letters as warm and personal
as those of mother. In fact, even more so. And just
as I once looked forward to receiving mother’s
letters, I now long for yours. Now I not only
know—as I did before—that you are interested in
my life, but I can also see it expressed in your
written words. And now you accept the simple
and true fact that I write to you for yourself alone
and call you for yourself alone.

The more I think about this, the more I realize
that mother’s death caused you to step forward
in a way you could not before. Maybe there is even
more to say than that. Maybe I have to say
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that you have found in yourself the capacity to be
not only a father, but a mother as well. You have
found in yourself that same gift of compassion
that brought mother so much love and so much
suffering. You have started to see more clearly the
loneliness of your friends and to sympathize more
with their search for company; you have begun
to feel more deeply the fears of your widowed
colleagues and to experience more sharply the
mystery of death. And—if I may say so—you have
discovered that you have a son who has been alone
since he left your house. Becoming a priest for me
has in fact meant to enter the road of “the long
loneliness,” as Dorothy Day called it, and my
many physical and spiritual journeys have
deepened that experience even further. That long
loneliness is what had made me feel so especially
close to mother and has made me feel so lost by
her death. But isn’t this now also the basis for a
unique solidarity between the two of us? Am I
right when I suppose that you, who are known
and feared for your irony and sarcasm, for your
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sharp wit and critical analysis—all qualities that
made you such a good lawyer—are now allowing
your tender side to come more to the center and
are now experiencing a new bond with those who
are dear to you?

There is always that strange tendency in mar-
riage to divide roles, even psychological roles.
And our culture certainly encourages that: mother
for the children, you for earning a living; mother
to be gentle and forgiving, you to be strict and
demanding; mother hospitable and receptive, you
reserved and selective. In fact, you even liked to
play with these differences and point them out in
your comments at dinner. But now there are no
longer any qualities to divide, and you are chal-
lenged to let develop more fully in yourself what
you so admired in mother. I even sense that the
memory of mother, and the way she lived her life
with you, makes you consciously desire to let her
qualities remain visible for your children and your
friends—visible in you.

You are not imitating mother. You are not
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saying, “I will do things the way mother used to
do them.” That would be artificial and certainly
not an honor to her. No, you are becoming more
yourself, you are exploring those areas of life that
always were part of you but remained somewhat
dormant in mother’s presence. I think that we both
have a new and honorable task. It is the task to be
father, son, and friend in a new way, a way that
mother made possible not only through her life,
but through her death. When Jesus said that if a
grain of wheat dies it will yield a rich harvest, he
not only spoke about his own death but indicated
the new meaning he would give to our death. So
we have to ask ourselves, “Where do we see the
harvest of mother’s death?” There is no doubt in
my mind that this harvest is becoming visible first
of all in those who loved her most. Our deep love
for her allows us to be the first to reap the harvest
and to share with others the gifts of her death.

Isn’t it here that we have to start if we want to
discover the meaning of mother’s death? Be-
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fore anything else, we have to come into touch
with—yes, even claim—the mysterious reality of
new life in ourselves. Others might see it, feel it,
and enjoy it before we do. That is why I am writing
to you about it. We may help each other to see this
new life. That would be true consolation. It would
make us experience in the center of our beings that
the pain mother’s death caused us has led us to a
new way of being, in which the distance between
mother, father, or child slowly dissolves. Thus our
separation from mother brings us to a new inner
unity and invites us to make that new unity a
source of joy and hope for each other and for oth-
ers as well.
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II

As I said earlier, mother’s death has
made us raise more directly and explicitly the
question of death itself. The question about death,
however, is mostly asked by someone who is
himself not dying. You yourself made me aware
of this when you reminded me how much mother
spoke about her death when there was no real
danger and yet hardly mentioned it at all when
she was actually dying. It seems indeed important
that we face death before we are in any real danger
of dying and reflect on our mortality before all our
conscious and unconscious energy is directed to
the struggle to survive. It is important to be pre-
pared for death, very important; but if we start
thinking about it only when we are terminally ill,
our reflections will not give us the support we
need. We enjoy good health now. We are asking
about death, mother’s death and our own, not
because we are dying, but because we feel strong
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enough to raise the question about our most basic
human infirmity.

I want to take up the challenge of this question.
This indeed seems to be the opportune time not
only for you, but also for me. We both have to ask
ourselves what mother’s death means, and we
both are confronted in a new way with our own
deaths. The fact that you are “already” seventy-
six and I am “only” forty-seven is not a real
hindrance to a common meditation on death. I
think, in fact, that mother’s death has taken away
much of the age difference between us, so that the
prospect of dying and death is not really different
for you and for me. Once you have reached the
top of the mountain, it does not make much differ-
ence at which point on the way down you take a
picture of the valley—as long as you are not in the
valley itself.

I think, then, that our first task is to befriend
death. I like that expression “to befriend.” I first
heard it used by Jungian analyst James Hillman
when he attended a seminar I taught on Christian
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Spirituality at Yale Divinity School. He emphas-
ized the importance of “befriending”: befriending
your dreams, befriending your shadow, befriend-
ing your unconscious. He made it convincingly
clear that in order to become full human beings,
we have to claim the totality of our experience; we
come to maturity by integrating not only the light
but also the dark side of our story into our self-
hood. That made a lot of sense to me, since I am
quite familiar with my own inclination, and that
of others, to avoid, deny, or suppress the painful
side of life, a tendency that always leads to phys-
ical, mental, or spiritual disaster.

And isn’t death, the frightening unknown that
lurks in the depths of our unconscious minds, like
a great shadow that we perceive only dimly in our
dreams? Befriending death seems to be the basis
of all other forms of befriending. I have a deep
sense, hard to articulate, that if we could really
befriend death we would be free people. So many
of our doubts and hesitations, ambivalences
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and insecurities are bound up with our deep-
seated fear of death that our lives would be signi-
ficantly different if we could relate to death as a
familiar guest instead of a threatening stranger.

In the book Nacht und Nebel, the Dutchman
Floris Bakels writes about his experiences in the
German prisons and concentration camps of the
Second World War. He makes very clear what
power a man can have who has befriended his
own death. I know how much this book has
moved you, and I was very happy with the copy
I just received. Wouldn’t you say that Floris Bakels
was able to survive the horrors of Dachau and
other camps and write about it thirty-two years
later precisely because he had befriended death?
It seems, at least to me, that Floris Bakels said in
many different ways to his SS captors, “You have
no power over me, because I have already died.”
Fear of death often drives us into death, but by
befriending death, we can face our mortality and
choose life freely.

But how do we befriend death? During the
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last few years you have seen many deaths—even
of people you knew quite well. They have touched
you, shocked you, surprised you, and even caused
you grief, but when mother died it seemed as if
death came to you for the first time. Why? I think
because love—deep, human love—does not know
death. The way you and mother had become one,
and the way this oneness had deepened itself
during forty-seven years of marriage, did not al-
low termination. Real love says, “Forever.” Love
will always reach out toward the eternal. Love
comes from that place within us where death
cannot enter. Love does not accept the limits of
hours, days, weeks, months, years, or centuries.
Love is not willing to be imprisoned by time.

That is why mother’s death was such a totally
different experience for you from the deaths of so
many other people you have known. In the core
of your being, you—your love—could not accept
her leaving you so drastically, so radically, so
totally, and so irretrievably. Her death went dir-
ectly against your most profound intuitions. And
so I
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could well understand your writing to me that
mother’s death had led you to the general question
of death’s meaning. Someone might say, “Why
did it take him so long to raise that question? He
is seventy-six years old—and only now does he
wonder about the meaning of death.” But someone
who says this does not understand that only
mother could raise that question for you, because
in her dying the real absurdity of death revealed
itself to you. Only her death could really make
you protest in your innermost being and make
you cry out, “Why could our love not prevent her
from dying?”

Yet, the same love that reveals the absurdity of
death also allows us to befriend death. The same
love that forms the basis of our grief is also the
basis of our hope; the same love that makes us cry
out in pain also must enable us to develop a liber-
ating intimacy with our own most basic broken-
ness. Without faith, this must sound like a contra-
diction. But our faith in him whose love overcame
death and who rose from the grave on
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the third day converts this contradiction into a
paradox, the most healing paradox of our exist-
ence. Floris Bakels experienced this in a unique
way. He came to see and feel that the power of
love is stronger than the power of death and that
it is indeed true that “God is love.” Surrounded
by people dying from hunger, torture, and total
exhaustion, and knowing quite well that any hour
could be his hour to die, he found in the core of
his being a love so strong and so profound that
the fear of death lost its power over him. For
Floris Bakels, this love was not a general feeling
or emotion, nor an idea about a benevolent Su-
preme Being. No, it was the very concrete, real,
and intimate love of Jesus Christ, Son of God and
redeemer of the world. With his whole being he
knew that he was loved with an infinite love, held
in an eternal embrace and surrounded by an un-
conditional care. This love was so concrete, so
tangible, so direct, and so close for him that the
temptation to interpret this religious experience
as the fantasy of a starved mind had no lasting

34



hold on him. The more deeply and fully he exper-
ienced Christ’s love, the more he came to see that
the many loves in his life—the love of his parents,
his brother and sisters, his wife, and his
friends—were reflections of the great “first” love
of God.

I am convinced that it was the deeply felt love
of God—felt in and through Jesus Christ—that
allowed Floris Bakels to face his own death and
the deaths of others so directly. It was this love
that gave him the freedom and energy to help
people in agony and made it possible for him to
resume a normal life after he returned from the
hell of Dachau.

I am writing so much about Bakels because I
know that you, being of the same generation and
the same profession, can understand him quite
well and will lend him a sympathetic ear. He can
indeed show you better than psychologists or
psychoanalysts what it means to befriend death.

Although you and I also tasted the terror of the
Nazis, you as a young man who had to hide
yourself to escape from deportation and I as a
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fearful child, and although we all had to struggle
hard to keep alive during the horrible “winter of
hunger” in 1944-45, we were spared the horrors
of the concentration camps and did not have to
face death in the way Floris Bakels did. Thus, we
were not forced to befriend death at such an early
age. But mother’s death invites us to do so now.
Many people seem never to befriend death and
die as if they were losing a hopeless battle. But we
do not have to share that sad fate. Mother’s death
can bring us that freedom of which Bakels writes;
it can make us deeply aware that her love was a
reflection of a love that does not and cannot
die—the love that we both will affirm again on
Easter Sunday.
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III

In no way do I want to suggest that you
have been repressing or denying your mortality.
In fact, I know few people who have been so open
about their own death. At different times you have
spoken about your own death publicly and
privately, to strangers and to friends, mockingly
and seriously. Sometimes you even embarrassed
mother and your guests with your directness! I
remember your mentioning on several occasions
how quickly our “great lives” are forgotten and
how short-lived are the pious memories of our
friends and colleagues. I remember how you told
me, before you left on a long trip to Brazil, what
I should do in case a fatal accident took the lives
of you both. And I remember your very concrete
wishes about the way you hoped your children
and friends would respond to your death. Some-
times your words about your death had a sarcastic
quality, and conveyed a desire to

37



unmask sentimentalism and false romanticism.
You even enjoyed gently shocking the pious feel-
ings of your friends and testing your and their
sense of reality. But mostly, your words were ser-
ious and showed that you were indeed reflecting
on the end of your own life. Thus it is quite clear
that you have not been living as if your life would
go on forever. You are too intelligent and too
realistic for that.

Still, hidden in us there are levels of not-know-
ing, not-understanding and not-feeling that can
only be revealed to us in our moments of great
crisis. For some people such moments never come,
for others they come frequently. For some they
come early, for others they come quite late. We
might think that we have a certain insight into
“what life is all about” until an unexpected crisis
throws us off balance and forces us to rethink our
most basic presuppositions. In fact, we never really
know how deeply our lives are anchored, and the
experience of crisis can open up dimensions of life
that we never knew existed.
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Mother’s death is certainly one of the most cru-
cial experiences of both our lives, perhaps even
the most crucial. Before her death, it was im-
possible to know even vaguely what it would do
to us. Now we are beginning to sense its impact.
Gradually we are able to see where it is leading
us. A new confrontation with death is taking place,
a confrontation that we could never have created
ourselves. Whatever we felt, said, or thought about
death in the past was always within the reach of
our own emotional or intellectual capacities. In a
certain sense, it remained within the range of our
own influence and control. Remarks and ideas
about our own deaths remained our remarks and
our ideas and were therefore subject to our own
inventiveness and originality. But mother’s death
was totally outside the field of our control or influ-
ence. It left us powerless. When we saw how
slowly she lost contact with us and fell away from
us, we could do nothing but stand beside her bed
and watch death exercise its ruthless power. This
experience is not an experience for
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which we can really prepare ourselves. It is so new
and so overpowering that all of our previous
speculations and reflections seem trivial and su-
perficial in the presence of the awesome reality of
death. Thus mother’s death changes the question
of death into a new question. It opens us to levels
of life that could not have been reached before,
even if we had had the desire to reach them.

What did mother’s death do to you? I do not
know and cannot know since it is something so
intimate that nobody can enter fully into your
emotions. But if your experience of her death is in
any way close to mine, you were “invited”—as I
was—to re-evaluate your whole life. Mother’s
death made you stop and look back in a way you
had not done before. Suddenly you entered into
a situation that made you see your many years of
life—your life as a student, a young professional,
a successful lawyer, a well-known professor—with
a bird’s-eye view. I remember your telling me how
you could capture your long and complex history
in one clear picture, and how from the point of
view of mother’s death, your life lost much of its
complex-
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ity and summarized itself in a few basic lines. In
that way her death gave you new eyes with which
to see your own life and helped you to distinguish
between the many accidental aspects and the few
essential elements.

Death indeed simplifies; death does not tolerate
endless shadings and nuances. Death lays bare
what really matters, and in this way becomes your
judge. It seems that we both have experienced this
after mother’s death and funeral. During the last
six months we have been reviewing our life with
mother. For you this meant opening drawers that
had not been opened for years; looking at photo-
graphs whose very existence you had forgotten;
reading old letters now yellow and wrinkled with
age; and picking up books that had collected much
dust on the shelves. For me this meant rereading
her letters to me; looking again at the gifts she
brought to me on visits; and praying with renewed
attention the psalms we so often prayed together.
Long-forgotten events returned to memory as if
they had taken place only recently. It seemed as
if we could put our whole lives in the
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palms of our hands like small precious stones and
gaze at them with tenderness and admiration.
How tiny, how beautiful, how valuable!

I think that from the point of view of mother’s
death and our own mortality, we can now see our
lives as a long process of mortification. You are
familiar with that word. Priests use it a lot during
Lent. They say, “You have to mortify yourself.” It
sounds unpleasant and harsh and moralistic. But
mortification—literally, “making death”—is what
life is all about, a slow discovery of the mortality
of all that is created so that we can appreciate its
beauty without clinging to it as if it were a lasting
possession. Our lives can indeed be seen as a
process of becoming familiar with death, as a
school in the art of dying. I do not mean this in a
morbid way. On the contrary, when we see life
constantly relativized by death, we can enjoy it
for what it is: a free gift. The pictures, letters, and
books of the past reveal life to us as a constant
saying of farewell to beautiful places, good people,
and wonderful experiences. Look at the pictures
of your children when you
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could play with them on the floor of the living
room. How quickly you had to say goodbye to
them! Look at the snapshots of your bike trips with
mother in Brittany in the mid-thirties. How few
were the summers in which those trips were pos-
sible! Read mother’s letters when you were in
Amalfi recuperating from your illness and my
letters to you from my first trip to England. They
speak now of fleeting moments. Look at the wed-
ding pictures of your children and at the Bible I
gave you on the day of my ordination. All these
times have passed by like friendly visitors, leaving
you with dear memories but also with the sad re-
cognition of the shortness of life. In every arrival
there is a leavetaking; in every reunion there is a
separation; in each one’s growing up there is a
growing old; in every smile there is a tear; and in
every success there is a loss. All living is dying
and all celebration is mortification too.

Although this was happening all the time dur-
ing our rich and varied lives, we did not notice it
with the same acuteness as we do now. There was
so much life, so much vitality, and so much
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exuberance that the presence of death was less
striking and was only acknowledged in the way
we acknowledge our shadows on a sunny day.
There were moments of pain, sadness, disillusion-
ment; there were illnesses, setbacks, conflicts, and
worries. But they came and went like the seasons
of the year, and the forces of life always proved
victorious. Then mother died. Her death was a
definitive end, a total break that presented itself
with a finality unlike any other. For a while, we
kept living as if she were only gone for a time and
could return at any moment. We even kept doing
things as if we were preparing for the moment
when she would appear again on our doorsteps.
But as the days passed, our hearts came to know
that she was gone, never to return. And it was
then that real grief began to invade us. It was then
that we turned to the past and saw that death had
been present in our lives all along and that the
many farewells and goodbyes had been pointing
to this dark hour. And it was then that we raised
in a wholly new way the question of the meaning
of death.
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IV

When we experienced the deep loss at
mother’s death, we also experienced our total in-
ability to do anything about it. We, who loved
mother so much and would have done anything
possible to alleviate her pain and agony, could do
absolutely nothing. All of us who stood around
her bed during her last days felt powerless.
Sometimes we looked at the doctors and nurses
with the vain hope that maybe they could change
the course of events, but we realized that what we
were witnessing was the inevitable reality of
death, a reality we shall all have to face one day
soon.

I think it is important for us to allow this exper-
ience of powerlessness in the face of mother’s
death to enter deeply into our souls, because it
holds the key to a deeper understanding of the
meaning of death.

Father, you are a man with a strong person-
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ality, a powerful will, and a convincing sense of
self. You are known as a hard worker, a persistent
fighter for your clients, and a man who never loses
an argument, or at least will never confess to los-
ing one! You have achieved what you strove for.
Your successful career has rewarded your efforts
richly and has strengthened you in your conviction
that success in life is the result of hard work. If
anything is clear about your life-style, it is that
you want to keep your hands on the tiller of your
ship. You like to be in control, able to make your
own decisions and direct your own course. Exper-
ience has taught you that displaying weakness
does not create respect and that it is safer to bear
your burden in secret than to ask for pity. You
never strove for power and influence, and even
refused many positions that would have given
you national recognition, but you fiercely guarded
your own spiritual, mental, and economic
autonomy. Not only did you in fact achieve an
impressive amount of autonomy for yourself, but
you also encouraged your children to become free
and
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independent people as soon as possible. I think it
was this great value you put on autonomy that
made you proud to see me leave for the United
States. I am sure you did not want me to be so far
from home, but this inconvenience was richly
compensated for by the joy you drew from my
ability to “make it” independently of the support
of my family and friends. One of your most often
repeated remarks to me and to my brothers and
sister was, “Be sure not to become dependent on
the power, influence, or money of others. Your
freedom to make your own decisions is your
greatest possession. Do not ever give that up.”

This attitude—an attitude greatly admired by
mother and all of us in the family—explains why
anything that reminded you of death threatened
you. You found it very hard to be ill, you were
usually a bit irritated with the illnesses of others,
and you had very little sympathy for people whom
you considered “failures.” The weak did not at-
tract you.

Mother’s death opened up for you a dimen-
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sion of life in which the key word is not autonomy,
but surrender. In a very deep and existential way,
her death was a frontal attack on your feeling of
autonomy and independence, and in this sense, a
challenge to conversion, that is, to the profound
turning around of your priorities. I am not saying
that mother’s death made your autonomy and in-
dependence less valuable, but only that it put them
into a new framework, the framework of life as a
process of detachment.

Autonomy and detachment are not necessarily
opposites. They can be if they confront each other
on the same level of existence. But I sincerely be-
lieve that a healthy autonomy can give you the
real strength to detach yourself when it is neces-
sary to do so. Let me try to explain what I mean.

Even when we are trying to be in control and
to determine our own course in life, we have to
admit that life remains the great unknown to us.
Although you worked quite hard in life to build
up a successful career and to give your fam-

48



ily a happy home, some of the main factors that
made things develop the way they did were totally
out of your hands. Many things that happened to
you were as important as the things that happened
through you. Fifty years ago, neither you nor any-
one else could have predicted your present situ-
ation. And how futile it is for us to predict our
own immediate or distant future. Things that
made us worry greatly later prove to be quite in-
significant, and things to which we hardly gave a
thought before they took place turn our lives
around. Thus our autonomy is rooted in unknown
soil. This constitutes the great challenge: to be so
free that we can be obedient, to be so autonomous
that we can be dependent, to be so in control that
we can surrender ourselves. Here we touch the
great paradox in life: to live in order to be able to
die. That is what detachment is all about. Detach-
ment is not the opposite of autonomy but its fruit.
It takes a good driver to know when to use his
brakes!

This is far from theoretical, as you well
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know. We have both seen how some of our friends
could not accept unforeseen changes in their lives
and were unable to deal with an unknown future.
When things went differently than they had expec-
ted or took a drastic turn, they did not know how
to adjust to the new situation. Sometimes they
became bitter and sour. Often they clung to famil-
iar patterns of living that were no longer adequate
and kept repeating what once made sense but no
longer could speak to the real circumstances of
the moment. Death has often affected people in
this way, as we know too well. The death of hus-
band, wife, child, or friend can cause people to
stop living toward the unknown future and make
them withdraw into the familiar past. They keep
holding on to a few precious memories and cus-
toms and see their lives as having come to a
standstill. They start to live as if they were think-
ing, “For me it is all over. There is nothing more
to expect from life.” As you can see, here the op-
posite of detachment is taking place; here is a re-
attachment that makes life stale
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and takes all vitality out of existence. It is a life in
which hope no longer exists.

If mother’s death were to lead us onto that road,
her death would have no real meaning for us. Her
death would be or become for us a death that
closes the future and makes us live the rest of our
lives in the enclosure of our own past. Then, our
experience of powerlessness would not give us
the freedom to detach ourselves from the past, but
would imprison us in our own memories and im-
mobilize us. Thus we would also lose the
autonomy you have always held so dear.

I think there is a much more human option. It
is the option to re-evaluate the past as a continuing
challenge to surrender ourselves to an unknown
future. It is the option to understand our experi-
ence of powerlessness as an experience of being
guided, even when we do not know exactly where.
Remember what Jesus said to Peter when he ap-
peared to him after his resurrection: “When you
were young you put on your own belt and walked
where you liked; but when you grow old
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you will stretch out your hands, and somebody
else will put a belt round you and take you where
you would rather not go.” Jesus said this immedi-
ately after he had told Peter three times to look
after his sheep. Here we can see that a growing
surrender to the unknown is a sign of spiritual
maturity and does not take away autonomy.
Mother’s death is indeed an invitation to surrender
ourselves more freely to the future, in the convic-
tion that one of the most important parts of our
lives may still be ahead of us and that mother’s
life and death were meant to make this possible.
Do not forget that only after Jesus’ death could his
disciples fulfill their vocation.

I am constantly struck by the fact that those who
are most detached from life, those who have
learned through living that there is nothing and
nobody in this life to cling to, are the really creat-
ive people. They are free to move constantly away
from the familiar, safe places and can keep moving
forward to new, unexplored areas of life. I am not
suggesting to you that you are called to do
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something unusual or spectacular in your old
age—although there is no telling to what you
might be called! But I am thinking primarily of a
spiritual process by which we can live our lives
more freely than before, more open to God’s
guidance and more willing to respond when he
speaks to our innermost selves.

Mother’s death encourages us to give up the il-
lusions of immortality we might still have and to
experience in a new way our total dependence on
God’s love, a dependence that does not take away
our free selfhood but purifies and ennobles it. Here
you may catch a glimpse of the answer to the
question of why mother died before you and why
you have been given new years to live. Now you
can say things to yourself, to others, and to God
that were not disclosed to you before.
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V

In all the previous reflections, dear
father, an idea has emerged that was only vaguely
in my mind when I started to write. It is the idea
that the meaning of death is not so much the
meaning our death has for us as the meaning it
has for others. That explains why the meaning of
mother’s death and the meaning of our death are
so closely related. I have a feeling that to the de-
gree we can experience the fact that mother died
for you, for her children, and for many others, our
own death will have more meaning for us. I will
try to explain this to you in such a way that you
can find a certain obviousness in this idea.

Let me start with your own observation, which
you have often made since mother’s death,
namely, that she lived her life for others. The more
you reflected on her life, looked at her portraits,
read her letters, and listened to what others said
about her, the more you realized how her
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whole life was lived in the service of other people.
I too am increasingly impressed by her attentive-
ness to the needs of others. This attitude was so
much a part of her that it hardly seems remarkable.
Only now can we see its full power and beauty.
She rarely asked attention for herself. Her interest
and attention went out to the needs and concerns
of others. She was open to those who came to her.
Many found it easy to talk with her about them-
selves and remarked how much at ease they had
felt in her presence. This was especially noticeable
during her visits to me in the United States. Often
she knew my students better after one evening
than I did after a year, and for many years to come
she would keep asking about them. During the
last six months I have grown painfully aware of
how accustomed I had become to her unceasing
interest in all that I did, felt, thought, or wrote,
and how much I had taken it for granted that, even
if nobody else cared, she certainly did. The absence
of that caring attention often gives me a deep
feeling of loneliness. I know that
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this is even truer for you. You no longer hear her
ask how well you slept, what your plans are for
the day, or what you are writing about. You no
longer hear her advise you to be careful on the
road, to eat more, or to get some extra sleep. All
these simple but so supportive and healing ways
of caring are no longer there, and in their absence
we begin to feel more and more what it means to
be alone.

What I want to say now, however, is that she
who lived for others also died for others. Her
death should not be seen as a sudden end to all
her care, as a great halt to her receptivity to others.
There are people who experience the death of
someone they love as a betrayal. They feel rejected,
left alone, and even fooled. They seem to say to
their husband, wife, or friend, “How could you
do this to me? Why did you leave me behind in
this way? I never bargained for this!” Sometimes
people even feel angry toward those who die, and
express this by a paralyzing grief, by a regression
to a state of total dependence, by all sorts of ill-
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nesses and complaints, and even by dying them-
selves.

If, however, mother’s life was indeed a life lived
for us, we must be willing to accept her death as
a death for us, a death that is not meant to paralyze
us, make us totally dependent, or provide an ex-
cuse for all sorts of complaints, but a death that
should make us stronger, freer, and more mature.
To say it even more drastically: we must have the
courage to believe that her death was good for us
and that she died so that we might live. This is
quite a radical viewpoint and it might offend the
sensitivities of some people. Why? Because, in fact,
I am saying, “It is good for us that she left us, and
to the extent that we do not accept this we have
not yet fully understood the meaning of her life.”
This might sound harsh and even offensive, but I
believe deeply that it is true. Indeed, I believe even
more deeply that we will come to experience this
ourselves.

Although the time is past when widows were
burned with their dead husbands—even a con-
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temporary Phileas Fogg would not encounter such
a scene on a trip around the world—still, in a
psychological sense, many widows and widowers
end their lives with that of their spouse. They re-
spond to the death of husband or wife with a
sudden lack of vitality and behavior that turns life
into a gruesome waiting room for death. I am
aware of the fact that the other extreme—living
on as if one had never been married—can also be
seen. But since that is not within the horizon of
your capacities, I do not need to talk about that
here. What is important for us to recognize is that
mother’s own life invites us to see her death as a
death that can bring us not only grief but also joy,
not only pain but also healing, not only the exper-
ience of having lost but also the experience of
having found.

This viewpoint is not just my personal view-
point as against the viewpoint of others. It is the
Christian viewpoint, that is, a viewpoint based on
the life and death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
I need to be very clear about this, or you might
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not really understand what I am trying to express.
Five days have passed since I began this letter

and it is now the evening before Holy Thursday.
During this Holy Week we are confronted with
death more than during any other season of the
liturgical year. We are called to meditate not just
on death in general or on our own death in partic-
ular, but on the death of Jesus Christ who is God
and man. We are challenged to look at him dying
on a cross and to find there the meaning of our
own life and death. What strikes me most in all
that is read and said during these days is that Jesus
of Nazareth did not die for himself, but for us, and
that in following him we too are called to make
our death a death for others. What makes you and
me Christians is not only our belief that he who
was without sin died for our sake on the cross and
thus opened for us the way to his heavenly Father,
but also that through his death our death is trans-
formed from a totally absurd end of all that gives
life its meaning into an event that liberates us and
those whom we love. It is because
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of the liberating death of Christ that I dare say to
you that mother’s death is not simply an absurd
end to a beautiful, altruistic life. Rather, her death
is an event that allows her altruism to yield a rich
harvest. Jesus died so that we might live, and
everyone who dies in union with him participates
in the life-giving power of his death. Thus we can
indeed say that mother, who died under the sign
of the cross, died so that we might live. Therefore,
under that same sign, each of our deaths can be-
come a death for others. I think that we need to
start seeing the profound meaning of this dying
for each other in and through the death of Christ
in order to catch a glimpse of what eternal life
might mean. Eternity is born in time, and every
time someone dies whom we have loved dearly,
eternity can break into our mortal existence a little
bit more.

I am aware that I am barely touching the great
mystery I want to give words to. But I think that
the mystery is so deep and vast that we can enter
it only slowly and with great care.
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As we enter more deeply into the mysteries of
this Holy Week and come closer to Easter, it will
become clear what needs to be said. But now it
seems of first importance to realize that when we
begin seeing that mother died for us, we can also
catch an insight into the meaning of our own
death. Initially this insight might well be that the
meaning of our death cannot be expressed in an
idea, a concept, or a theory. Rather, it must be
discovered as a truth less visible to us than to those
for whom we die. This is perhaps why the mean-
ing of mother’s death is slowly revealing itself to
us even though it remained hidden from her, and
why the meaning of our death will remain more
concealed from us than from those who will miss
us most. To die for others implies that the meaning
of our death is better understood by them than by
ourselves. This requires of us great detachment
and even greater faith. But most of all, it calls us
to an ever increasing surrender to the ways in
which God chooses to manifest his love to us.
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VI

Today is Holy Thursday or, as you
would say, White Thursday. As I continue this
letter, I realize that this day enables me to write
about death in a way that I could not before. As
you know, Holy Thursday is the day of the
Eucharist, the day on which Jesus took bread and
wine and said to his intimate companions:
“Take…eat…drink…this is my body…this is my
blood…do this as a memorial of me.” On the night
before his death, Jesus gave us the gift of his last-
ing presence in our midst in order to remind us
in the most personal way that his death was a
death for us. That is why Paul remarks in his letter
to the Corinthians, “Every time you eat this bread
and drink this cup, you are proclaiming his death.”

I am glad that I can write to you about mother’s
death and about our own death on this holy day
because now I can see more clearly than
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ever how much the mystery of this day binds us
together. My whole being is rooted in the
Eucharist. For me, to be a priest means to be or-
dained to present Christ every day as food and
drink to my fellow Christians. I sometimes wonder
if those who are close to me are sufficiently aware
of the fact that the Eucharist constitutes the core
of my life. I do so many other things and have so
many secondary identities—teacher, speaker, and
writer—that it is easy to consider the Eucharist as
the least important part of my life. But the opposite
is true. The Eucharist is the center of my life and
everything else receives its meaning from that
center. I am saying this with so much emphasis in
the hope that you will understand what I mean
when I say that my life must be a continuing pro-
clamation of the death and resurrection of Christ.
It is first and foremost through the Eucharist that
this proclamation takes place.

What has all of this to do with mother’s death
and with our death? A great deal, I think. Cer-
tainly much more than we might realize. You
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know better than I how important the Eucharist
was for mother. There were few days in her adult
life when she did not go to Mass and Communion.
Although she did not speak much about it herself,
we all knew that her daily participation in the
Eucharist was at the center of her life. There were
few things that remained so constant in her daily
routine. Wherever she was or whatever she did,
she always tried to find a nearby church to receive
the gifts of Christ. Her great desire for this daily
spiritual nourishment frequently led you to plan
your trips in such a way that you both could at-
tend Mass each day before resuming your travels.

I do not think I am exaggerating when I say that
it was mother’s deep and lasting devotion to the
Eucharist that was one of the factors, if not the
main factor, in my decision to become a priest.
That is why this Holy Thursday is such an import-
ant day. It unites us in a very intimate way. The
death of Christ as proclaimed in the Eucharist has
given meaning to our lives in a way too deep for
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us to explain. What is important is the realization
that through participation in the Eucharist, our
lives and our deaths are being lifted up in the life
and death of Christ. This is an enormously myster-
ious reality, but the more deeply we enter into it
the more comfort and consolation we will find
during these months of grief. Long before you,
mother, or I was born, the death of Christ was
celebrated in the Eucharist. And it will be celeb-
rated long after we have died. During our few
years of conscious participation in the Eucharist,
our lives and deaths become part of this ongoing
proclamation of the life and death of Christ.
Therefore I dare to say that every time I celebrate
the Eucharist and every time you receive the body
and blood of Christ, we remember not only
Christ’s death but also her death, because it was
precisely through the Eucharist that she was so
intimately united with him.

This illuminates more fully that, in and through
Christ, mother’s death was a death for you and
for me. By being united with Christ in
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the Eucharist, she participated in his life-giving
death. Only Christ, the Son of God, could die not
for himself but for others. Mother’s brokenness
and sinfulness did not make it possible for her to
die for others in complete self-surrender. But by
eating the body and drinking the blood of Christ,
her life was transformed into the life of Christ, and
her death was lifted up into his death so that, liv-
ing with Christ, she could also die with him. Thus,
it is the death of Christ that gives meaning to her
death. Hence we can say quite boldly that she died
for us. Perhaps the sentence, “Christ died for us,”
has never before touched us in its full significance
and has remained a rather abstract idea for both
of us. But I think that mother’s death can give us
new insight into this central mystery of our faith.
Once it starts making sense to us that mother died
for our sake, and once we see that this was pos-
sible because of her intimate union with Christ
through the Eucharist, we may also discover in a
more personal way the ultimate meaning of
Christ’s death. Mother’s death, then,
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directs our attention to the death of Christ and
invites us to find in him the source of all our con-
solation and comfort.

I do not think that you would have said any of
the things I have tried to say today. The language
I have used does not come easily to you and the
words are probably not the words you yourself
would use. But on the other hand, I know that
what I have written is not unfamiliar to you. Al-
though you shared in mother’s devotion to the
Eucharist during her lifetime and joined her regu-
larly in receiving the body and blood of Christ,
during the last six months you have come to real-
ize that you can experience a lasting bond with
her through this great sacrament. It is my great
hope that you will find an increasing strength from
the Eucharist. Since you are living alone and often
experience painful loneliness, the gifts of Christ,
who died for you, can unite you in a very intimate
way with him and so reveal to you the deeper
meaning of mother’s death. The Eucharist can
never be fully explained or understood. It is a
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mystery to enter and experience from within.
Every event of life can lead us to a deeper know-
ledge of the Eucharist. Marriage enables us to un-
derstand more deeply God’s faithful love as it ex-
presses itself in his lasting presence among us;
illness and inner struggle can bring us more
closely in touch with the healing power of the
Eucharist; sin and personal failure can lead us to
experience the Eucharist as a sacrament of forgive-
ness. What I am trying to say today is that moth-
er’s death can open our eyes to the Eucharist as a
sacrament by which we proclaim Christ’s death
as a death for us, a death by which we are led to
new life. Thus it can also help us to prepare for
our own deaths. The more we see the Eucharist
as a proclamation of Christ’s death, the more we
start seeing that our own deaths in communion
with Christ cannot be in vain.

Thus the Eucharist brings us together in a very
profound way. It is the core of my priesthood; it
reveals the deeper meaning of mother’s death; it
helps us to prepare ourselves for our own deaths;
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and it points above all to Christ, who gives us his
body and blood as a constant reminder that death
is no longer a reason for despair but has become
in and through him the basis of our hope. There-
fore we will have the boldness to sing tomorrow
in the liturgy, “We greet you cross, our only hope.”
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VII

It might be that after all my words about
the meaning of death you will get the impression
that death is something to be desired; something
that we can journey toward with expectation;
something for which all of life prepares us; some-
thing, therefore, that is more or less the high point
of life. If I have created such an impression, I need
to correct it as soon as I can. Although I think it is
possible to speak about the meaning of death, I
also think that death is the one event against which
we protest with all our being. We feel that life be-
longs to us and that death has no place in our basic
desire to live. It is therefore not so surprising that
most people, even older people, do not think much
about death. As long as we feel healthy and vital,
we prefer to keep our minds and bodies busy with
the things of life. German theologian Karl Rahner
calls death “the absurd arch-contradiction of exist-
ence,” and
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indeed death does not make sense for anyone who
can only make sense out of what he or she can
understand in some way. But our total powerless-
ness in the face of death, in which any possibility
of controlling our destiny is taken away from us,
can hardly be perceived as having any value. Our
whole being protests against the threat of non-be-
ing.

I am writing this on Good Friday. I have just
participated in the liturgy, in which the death of
Christ is remembered in the most moving way. I
was asked to read the words Christ spoke during
his passion. As I was pronouncing them in a loud
voice so that all the monks and guests would be
able to let them enter deeply into their hearts, I
came to realize that Christ himself entered with
us into the full experience of the absurdity of
death. Jesus did not want to die. Jesus did not face
his death as if he considered it a good to be striven
for. He never spoke about death as something to
be accepted gladly. Although he spoke about his
death and tried to prepare his disciples for it, he

71



never gave it morbid attention. And the Gospels
contain no evidence that death was attractive to
him. What we see in them is, rather, a deep inner
protest against death. In the garden of Gethse-
mane, Jesus was gripped with fear and distress,
and he prayed loudly to his Father: “Everything
is possible for you. Take this cup away from me.”
This anguish became so intense that “his sweat
fell to the ground like great drops of blood.” And
as he died on the Cross he cried out in agony: “My
God, my God, why have you deserted me?”

Much more than the pain of his death, I think,
it was death itself that filled Jesus with fear and
agony. For me this is a very important realization,
because it undercuts any sentimentalizing or ro-
manticizing of death. We do not want to die, even
if we have to face—yes, befriend—our own death
with all possible realism. Although we must be-
friend our death, that is, fully recognize it as a
reality that is an intimate part of our humanity,
death remains our enemy. Although we can and
must prepare ourselves for death, we are never

72



prepared for it. Although we have to see how
death has been part of our life since birth, it re-
mains the greatest unknown in our existence. Al-
though we have to search for the meaning of
death, our protest against it reveals that we will
never be able to give it a meaning that can take
our fear away.

Mother’s death has made this very clear to us.
You know how much her life was filled with the
thought of God and his mysteries. Not only did
she receive the Eucharist every day, but she spent
many hours in prayer and meditation and read
the holy Scriptures eagerly; she was also deeply
grateful to everyone who supported her in her
spiritual life. She had a very deep devotion to
Mary, the Mother of God, and never went to sleep
without asking for her prayers at the hour of her
death. Indeed, mother’s life was a life of prepara-
tion for death. But this did not make death easy
for her. She never hesitated to say that she was
afraid to die, that she did not feel prepared to ap-
pear before God, and that she was not yet ready
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to leave this world. She loved life, loved it to the
full. She loved you with an unwavering devotion.
You are the person she always thought of and
spoke about first; she would never allow anyone
to distract her attention from you. Her children
and grandchildren were her perennial concern
and delight. Their joys were her joys, and their
pains were her pains. And how she loved beauty:
the beauty of nature with its flowers and trees,
mountains and valleys; the beauty of the French
cathedrals or old village churches; the beauty of
the Italian cities, Ravenna, Florence, Assisi, and
Rome. She could walk through these towns and
cities and say with amazement, “Look, isn’t it
beautiful, look at that house, look at that church,
look at those balconies with bougainvillea—isn’t
it lovely!” And she would be filled with joy and
amazement. Yes, mother loved life. I still remem-
ber how she said to me, “Although I am old, I
would like so much to live a few more years.”

Death was hard and painful for her. In fact, I
often think that it was precisely because her life
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of prayer had given her such a profound appreci-
ation of all that is created, that it was so very hard
for her to let it all go. The God she loved and for
whom she wanted to give her life had shown her
both the splendor of his creation and the complete
finality with which death would cut her off from
all she had learned to love.

As I reflect on mother’s death, something that
I could not see as clearly before is now becoming
more visible to me. It is that death does not belong
to God. God did not create death. God does not
want death. God does not desire death for us. In
God there is no death. God is a God of life. He is
the God of the living and not of the dead. There-
fore, people who live a deeply spiritual life, a life
of real intimacy with God, must feel the pain of
death in a particularly acute way. A life with God
opens us to all that is alive. It makes us celebrate
life; it enables us to see the beauty of all that is
created; it makes us desire to always be where life
is. Death, therefore, must be experienced by a
really religious person neither as
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a release from the tension of life nor as an occasion
for rest and peace, but as an absurd, ungodly, dark
nothingness. Now I see why it is false to say that
a religious person should find death easy and ac-
ceptable. Now I understand why it is wrong to
think that a death without struggle and agony is
a sign of great faith. These ideas do not make
much sense once we realize that faith opens us to
the full affirmation of life and gives us an intense
desire to live more fully, more vibrantly, and more
vigorously. If anyone should protest against death
it is the religious person, the person who has in-
creasingly come to know God as the God of the
living.

This brings me back to the great mystery of
today, the day we call Good Friday. It is the day
on which Jesus, the Son of God, light of light, true
God of true God, one in being with the Father,
died. Indeed, on that Friday nearly two thousand
years ago, outside the walls of Jerusalem, God
died.

I hope you can feel with me that here lies the
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source of our consolation and hope. God himself,
who is light, life, and truth, came to experience
with us and for us the total absurdity of death.
Jesus’ death is not a memorable event because a
good, holy prophet died. No, what makes the
death of Jesus the main—and in a sense the only
real—event in history is that the Son of God, in
whom there was no trace of death, died the absurd
death that is the fate of all human beings.

This gives us some idea of the agony of Jesus.
Who has tasted life more fully than he? Who has
known more intimately the beauty of the land in
which he lived? Who has understood better the
smiles of children, the cries of the sick, and the
tears of those in grief? Every fiber of his being
spoke of life. “I am the Way, the Truth and the
Life,” he said, and in him only life could be found.
How will we ever be able to grasp what it must
have meant for him to undergo death, to be cut
off from life and to enter into the darkness of total
destruction! The agony in the garden, the humili-
ation of the mockery, the pains of the flagellation,
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the sorrowful way to Calvary, and the horrendous
execution on the Cross were suffered by the Lord
of life.

I write this to you not to upset you but to con-
sole you in your grief. The Lord who died, died
for us—for you, for me, for mother, and for all
people. He died not because of any death or
darkness in him, but only to free us from the death
and darkness in us. If the God who revealed life
to us, and whose only desire is to bring us to life,
loved us so much that he wanted to experience
with us the total absurdity of death, then—yes,
then there must be hope; then there must be
something more than death; then there must be a
promise that is not fulfilled in our short existence
in this world; then leaving behind the ones you
love, the flowers and the trees, the mountains and
the oceans, the beauty of art and music, and all
the exuberant gifts of life cannot be just the destruc-
tion and cruel end of all things; then indeed we
have to wait for the third day.
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VIII

I am looking at the photograph you took
of mother’s grave. I look at the simple light brown
wooden cross. The two heavy beams speak of
strength. I read the words “In Peace,” her name,
“Maria,” and the dates of her birth and death.
They summarize it all. It is a lovely picture. What
an exuberance of flowers! They really are splendid.
With their white, yellow, red, and purple colors,
they seem to lift up the cross and speak of life. Oh,
how well I remember the 14th of October, six
months ago today. What a beautiful morning that
was! How gently the sun’s rays covered the land
when we carried her to this place! Do you remem-
ber? It was a sad day, but not only sad. There was
a feeling of fulfillment, too. Her life had come to
its fulfillment, and it had been such a gracious life.
And there was gratitude in our hearts for her and
for all who came to tell us what she had meant to
them. It
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was a peaceful, quiet, and intimate day. I know
you will never forget that day. Neither will I. It
was the day that gave us strength to live on in
quiet joy, not only looking backward but also for-
ward.

Every time I look at that photograph of her
grave, I experience again the new emotion that
came to me after we buried her, an emotion so
different from the emotion of seeing her again
after a long absence, so different too from the
emotion of watching her suffer and die. It is a new,
very precious emotion. It is the emotion of a quiet,
joyful waiting. Surely you know what I mean.
There is a quiet contentment in this emotion. She
has finished her life with us. She no longer has to
suffer as we do; she no longer has to worry as we
do; she no longer has to face the fear of death as
we do. More than that, she will be spared the
many anxieties and conflicts we still have to face.
Nobody can harm her any more. We no longer
have to protect her and be concerned about her
health and safety. Oh, how we should love to have
that

80



concern again! But we have laid her to rest and
she will not return. The rich soil in which we have
buried her, the green hedges behind her grave,
and the high lush trees around the small cemetery
all create a feeling of safety, of being well received.
But there is another side to this emotion. It in-
cludes waiting, quiet waiting. The solid, simple
cross that stands above her grave speaks of
something more than her death. Every time we
go to that place, we sense that we are waiting, ex-
pecting, hoping. We wish to see her again and be
with her once more, but we know that she has left
us not to come back. At times, we wish to die and
join her in death, but we know that we are called
to live and to work on this earth. Our quiet, joyful
waiting is much deeper than wishful thinking. It
is waiting with the knowledge that love is stronger
than death and that this truth will become visible
to us. How? When? Where? These questions keep
rushing into our impatient hearts. And yet, when
we experience that quiet, joyful waiting, they cease
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troubling us and we feel that all is well.
You may have guessed, dear father, that I am

writing this part to you on Holy Saturday. I have
lived through this day many times, but this Sat-
urday, April 14, 1979, is unique because today I
have a new insight into what the quiet silence of
this day means.

You know the story. They had laid him in the
tomb that was in the garden close to the place
where he was crucified. Joseph of Arimathea
“rolled a stone against the entrance to the tomb”
and “Mary of Magdala and Mary the mother of
Joset were watching and took note of where he
was laid.” “Then they returned and prepared
spices and ointments. And on the sabbath day
they rested.”

This is the quietest day of the year: no work, no
great liturgical celebration, no visitors, no mail,
no words. Just a very, very deep repose. A silent,
in-between time. Lent is over but Easter has not
yet come. He died, but we do not yet fully know
what that means. The anxious, fearful ten-

82



sion of Good Friday is gone but no bells have yet
been heard. A brother calls me to prayer with a
wooden clapper. It has stopped raining. The raging
storm that came over the valley last night has
withdrawn, but clouds still cover the sky. Yes, a
silent, joyful waiting. No panic, no despair, no
screams, no tears or wringing of hands. No shouts
of joy, either. No victorious songs, no banners or
flags. Only a simple, quiet waiting with the deep,
inner knowledge that all will be well. How? Do
not ask. Why? Do not worry. Where? You will
know. When? Just wait. Just wait quietly, peace-
fully, joyfully…all will be well.

Sacred Saturday! The day on which we buried
mother; the day on which we sit near Jesus’ tomb
and rest; the day on which monks look at each
other as if they know something about which they
are not yet allowed to speak. It is the day when I
understand what your life has been like since you
laid mother in her grave.

Do you feel what I am writing about? There are
many, many questions, and we would like an-
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swers to them now. But it is too early. Nobody
knows what to say. We saw that death is real. We
saw that death took away from us the one we
loved most. We stand by the grave. Let us not ask
questions now. This is the time to let that inner
quietude grow in us. The disciples thought that it
was all over, finished, come to an end…if they
thought much at all. The women wanted to take
care of the grave. They prepared spices and oint-
ments. But on Saturday, they all rested.

Doesn’t this Holy Saturday give us a new in-
sight into what our new life without mother can
increasingly become? Doesn’t this Holy Saturday
tell us about this new emotion of quiet, joyful
waiting in which we can grow steadily and se-
curely? No longer do we have to cry; no longer
do we have to feel the painful tearing away. Now
we can wait, silencing all our wishes and fantasies
about what will be, and simply hope in joy.

84



IX

After I began to write this letter to you
something happened that at first seemed rather
insignificant to me. In the days following, how-
ever, it took on more and more importance.
Therefore, I want to tell you about it before I finish
this letter. It is a weather story. The weather here
in upstate New York was lovely up until ten days
ago. The winter was over, the spring had begun.
The climate was mild and sunny, and the monks
enjoyed walking through the woods and observing
the first signs of the new season. Yellow, white,
and blue crocuses decorated the yard, and every-
body seemed happy that another cold season had
come to an end. But not so! On the day I finally
got myself organized enough to begin writing you
this letter, a violent storm broke over the land,
bringing with it heavy rains. Buckets appeared
under the leaks in the roof, windows were shut
securely, and no one ventured forth from the
house.
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The temperature dropped sharply, and soon the
rain turned into snow. The next day we were back
in winter. It kept snowing the whole day, and I
felt strangely disoriented. My whole body had
been anticipating bright flowers, green trees, and
songbirds, and this strange new weather felt
totally incongruous. When the storm was over,
the landscape seemed idyllic, like a Christmas
card. The snow was fresh and beautiful and had
settled on the green fields and fir trees like a fresh
white robe. But I could not enjoy it. I simply kept
saying to myself, “Well, one week from now it
will be Easter and then it will be spring again.” I
discovered in myself a strange certainty that
Easter would change the weather. And when
everything was still pure white on Wednesday of
Holy Week, I continued to feel, “Only three more
days and everything will be green again!” Well,
on Good Friday stormy winds rose up, a miserable
rain began to come down, and it poured for the
rest of the day. The next morning all the snow was
gone. In the afternoon the clouds dissolved
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and a brilliant sun appeared, transforming
everything into a joyous spectacle. When I looked
out of my window and saw the fresh, clear light
covering the meadows, I had a hard time not
breaking the monastic silence! I walked out and
went up to the ridge from which I could overlook
the valley. I just smiled and smiled. And I spoke
out loudly to the skies, “The Lord is risen; he is
risen indeed!”

Never in my life have I sensed so deeply that
the sacred events that we celebrate affect our nat-
ural surroundings. It was much more than the
feeling of a happy coincidence. It was the intense
realization that the events we were celebrating
were the real events and that everything else,
nature and culture included, was dependent on
these events.

You will probably want to know now what the
weather was like on Easter morning. It was gentle
and cloudy. Nothing very unusual. No rain, no
wind; not very cold, not very warm. No radiant
sun, only a gentle, soft breeze. It did not really
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matter much to me. I would probably have been
happy even if there had been snow again. What
mattered to me was that I had come to experience
during this holy season that the real events are the
events that take place under the great veil of
nature and history. All depends on whether we
have eyes that see and ears that hear.

This is what I so much want to write to you on
this Easter of 1979. Something very deep and
mysterious, very holy and sacred, is taking place
in our lives right where we are, and the more at-
tentive we become the more we will begin to see
and hear it. The more our spiritual sensitivities
come to the surface of our daily lives, the more
we will discover—uncover—a new presence in
our lives. I have a strong sense that mother’s death
has been, and still is, a painful but very blessed
purification that will enable us to hear a voice and
see a face we had not seen or heard as clearly be-
fore.

Think of what is happening at Easter. A group
of women go to the tomb, notice that the
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stone has been moved away, enter, see a young
man in a white robe sitting on the righthand side,
and hear him say, “He is not here.” Peter and John
come running to the tomb and find it empty. Mary
of Magdala meets a gardener who calls her by
name, and she realizes it is Jesus. The disciples,
anxiously huddled together in a closed room,
suddenly find him standing among them and hear
him say, “Peace be with you.” Two men come
hurrying back from Emmaus and tell their puzzled
friends that they met Jesus on the road and recog-
nized him in the breaking of the bread. Later on,
Simon Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, James, and John
are fishing on the lake. A man on the shore calls
to them, “Have you caught anything, friends?”
They call back, “No.” Then he says, “Throw the
net out to starboard and you’ll find something.”
They do, and when they catch so many fish that
they cannot haul in their net, John says to Peter,
“It is the Lord.” And as these events are taking
place, a new word is being spoken, at first softly
and hesitatingly, then clearly and con-

89



vincingly, and finally loudly and triumphantly,
“The Lord is risen; he is risen indeed!”

I wonder how this story, the most important
story of human history, speaks to you now that
you know so well what it means to have lost the
one you loved most. Have you noticed that none
of the friends of Jesus, neither the women nor the
disciples, had the faintest expectation of his return
from death? His crucifixion had crushed all their
hopes and expectations, and they felt totally lost
and dejected. Even when Jesus appeared to them,
they kept hesitating and doubting and needing to
be convinced, not only Thomas but others as well.
There was no trace of an “I-always-told-you-so”
attitude. The event of Jesus’ resurrection totally
and absolutely surpassed their understanding. It
went far beyond their own ways of thinking and
feeling. It broke through the limits of their minds
and hearts. And still, they believed—and their
faith changed the world.

Isn’t this good news? Doesn’t this turn
everything around and offer us a basis on which
we
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can live with hope? Doesn’t this put mother’s
death in a completely new perspective? It does
not make her death less painful or our own grief
less heavy. It does not make the loss of her less
real, but it makes us see and feel that death is part
of a much greater and much deeper event, the
fullness of which we cannot comprehend, but of
which we know that it is a life-bringing event. The
friends of Jesus saw him and heard him only a few
times after that Easter morning, but their lives
were completely changed. What seemed to be the
end proved to be the beginning; what seemed to
be a cause for fear proved to be a cause for cour-
age; what seemed to be defeat proved to be vic-
tory; and what seemed to be the basis for despair
proved to be the basis for hope. Suddenly a wall
becomes a gate, and although we are not able to
say with much clarity or precision what lies bey-
ond that gate, the tone of all that we do and say
on our way to the gate changes drastically.

The best way I can express to you the mean-
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ing death receives in the light of the resurrection
of Jesus is to say that the love that causes us so
much grief and makes us feel so fully the absurdity
of death is stronger than death itself. “Love is
stronger than death.” This sentence summarizes
better than any other the meaning of the resurrec-
tion and therefore also the meaning of death. I
have mentioned this earlier in this letter, but now
you may better see its full meaning. Why has
mother’s death caused you so much suffering?
Because you loved her so much. Why has your
own death become such an urgent question for
you? Because you love life, you love your children
and your grandchildren, you love nature, you love
art and music, you love horses, and you love all
that is alive and beautiful. Death is absurd and
cannot be meaningful for someone who loves so
much.

The resurrection of Jesus Christ is the glorious
manifestation of the victory of love over death.
The same love that makes us mourn and protest
against death will now free us to live in hope. Do
you realize that Jesus appeared only to
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those who knew him, who had listened to his
words and who had come to love him deeply? It
was that love that gave them the eyes to see his
face and the ears to hear his voice when he ap-
peared to them on the third day after his death.
Once they had seen and heard him and believed,
the rest of their lives became a continuing recogni-
tion of his presence in their midst. This is what life
in the Spirit of the risen Christ is all about. It
makes us see that under the veil of all that is vis-
ible to our bodily eyes, the risen Lord shows us
his inexhaustible love and calls us to enter even
more fully into that love, a love that embraces both
mother and us, who loved her so much.

It is with this divine love in our hearts, a love
stronger than death, that our lives can be lived as
a promise. Because this great love promises us
that what we have already begun to see and hear
with the eyes and ears of the Spirit of Christ can
never be destroyed, but rather is “the beginning”
of eternal life.

Today is the third day of Easter. Easter
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Tuesday. Here in the Trappist monastery it is the
last day of the Easter festivities. For three days we
have celebrated the resurrection of Jesus Christ,
and it has been a real feast. Although the monks
speak with each other only when necessary, and
although there are no parties or parades, the
Easter days have been more joyful than any I have
celebrated in the past. The liturgies have been rich
and exuberant with their many alleluias; the
readings have been joyful and affirmative; the
music has been festive; and everyone has been
filled with gratitude toward God and each other.

On Easter Sunday I read the Gospel story about
Peter and John running to the tomb and finding
it empty. There were more than a hundred visitors
in the abbey church, some from far away and some
from nearby, some young and some old, some
formally and some casually dressed. Sitting with
forty monks around the huge rock that serves as
the altar, they gave me a real sense of the Church.
After reading the Gospel, I preached. I had seldom
preached on Easter Sunday during my twenty-two
years of priesthood,
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and I felt very grateful that I could announce to
all who were present: “The Lord is risen; he is
risen indeed.” Everyone listened with great atten-
tion and I had a sense that the risen Christ was
really among us, bringing us his peace. During
the Eucharist, I prayed for you, for mother, and
for all who are dear to us. I felt that the risen Christ
brought us all together, bridging not only the dis-
tance between Holland and the United States but
also that between life and death. Lent was long,
sometimes very hard, and not without its dark
moments and tempting demons. But now, in the
light of the resurrection of Christ, Lent seems to
have been short and easy. I guess this is true for
all of life. In darkness we doubt that there will
ever be light, but in the light we soon forget how
much darkness there was.

Now there is light. In fact, the sun has even
broken through and the large stretches of blue sky
now visible behind the clusters of clouds remind
me again that often what we see is not what is
most enduring.

Dear father, this seems the most natural time
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to conclude not only the Easter celebration but
also this letter. For twelve days I have been reflect-
ing on mother’s death in the hope of offering you
and myself some comfort and consolation. I do
not know if I have been able to reach you in your
loneliness and grief. Maybe my words often said
more to me than to you. But even if this is so, I still
hope that the simple fact that these words have
been written by your son about her whom we have
both loved so much will be a source of consolation
to you.
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