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ANY FINAL 
THOUGHTS?

AS HARD AS IT IS, THINKING ABOUT DEATH AND DYING NOW 

AND THEN IS ACTUALLY QUITE A GOOD THING, JOURNALIST 

CAROLINE BUIJS DISCOVERS. BECAUSE REALIZING THAT LIFE 

ENDS AT A CERTAIN POINT CAN MAKE IT EASIER TO BE AWARE 

OF HOW YOU WANT TO LIVE YOUR LIFE.
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R
ecently at breakfast, m

y husband asked our children, 
“D

o you realize that grandpa and grandm
a w

ill die som
e 

day?” Everything froze for a m
om

ent and then cam
e 

their startled response: “N
o, it’s not true—

grandpa and 
grandm

a w
ill live forever. O

r at the very least it w
ill be far, 

far in the future w
hen they die”. M

y husband cautiously 
follow

ed through: “P
erhaps it’s better to consider this 

future som
etim

e though? Then you can prepare yourself 
a little bit. B

ecause w
e all die in the end”. To be honest,  

I nearly choked on m
y yogurt and m

uesli w
hen he 

brought up the topic. I’m
 definitely som

eone w
ho is 

inclined to w
ant to talk about som

ething nice. W
hen it 

com
es to death, I stick m

y head in the sand; w
hen it 

com
es to m

y parents’ death or m
y ow

n death, I prefer 
not to think about it, and I talk about it as little as 
possible. It scares m

e. D
eath hasn’t played a big role in 

m
y life so far either, and I realize all too w

ell how
 grateful 

I should be for that. B
ut lately I’ve started w

aking up in 
the m

iddle of the night w
ith a heavy feeling. For a 

m
om

ent, I don’t even know
 w

hat’s bothering m
e, but 

then I realize w
ith a sigh: ‘O

h yeah, m
y parents are going 

to die som
e day. I’m

 going to die som
e day m

yself’. A
nd 

so it slow
ly but surely daw

ns on m
e that it’s tim

e to 
shake off the naivety and look death in the face.
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W
hy is that so difficult? B

ecause after reading a pile of 
books from

 the library on the subject, it’s very clear that 
I’m

 not the only one. Everyone prefers to ignore death; 
it’s a recurring them

e. A
ccording to S

ogyal R
inpoche, 

author of The Tibetan B
ook of Living and D

ying, one of 
the m

ain reasons w
e struggle w

ith death is that w
e 

don’t w
ant to accept that w

e are m
ortal: ‘W

e so 
desperately w

ant everything to continue as it is that w
e 

have to believe that things w
ill alw

ays stay the sam
e’. 

In our eyes, change alw
ays m

eans loss and suffering, 
the Tibetan teacher w

rites. A
nd w

hen loss presents 
itself, w

e do everything w
e can to avoid feeling it. 

‘R
eflect on this: The realization of im

perm
anence is 

paradoxically the only thing w
e can hold onto, perhaps 

our only lasting possession.’ I can identify w
ith this; I’m

 
definitely a ‘holder-on’. I get a stom

achache w
hen 

things change. I don’t w
ant m

y children to ever grow
 up 

and grow
 apart from

 m
e, for exam

ple, and I also don’t 
w

ant m
y parents ever to die. P

erhaps that also explains 
m

y som
etim

es slightly over-the-top habit of m
aking a 

photo album
 out of every special occasion. H

old on  
to those beautiful m

em
ories! B

ut that sentence about 
transience offering you som

ething to hold on to is 
com

forting. It gives m
e a sense of peace. In her book 

D
eath: The Final S

tage of G
row

th S
w

iss-A
m

erican 
psychiatrist Elisabeth K

übler-R
oss w

rites that death—
despite all technological advances—

confronts us w
ith 

our hum
an vulnerability. W

e m
ay be able to postpone 

death, but w
e can’t escape it, and it strikes w

ithout 
distinction. G

ood people die just as often as bad 
people. It’s probably this aspect of inevitability and 
unpredictability that m

akes death so frightening for so 
m

any people. W
hat’s m

ore, she w
rites, in W

estern 
society it’s difficult to accept death, because w

e’re 
sim

ply not fam
iliar w

ith it. In spite of the fact that it 
occurs everyw

here, all the tim
e, w

e’re never confronted 
w

ith it. M
aybe she’s right. I rem

em
ber how

, during a trip 
to India, I noticed that death seem

ed to be m
uch m

ore 
com

m
on in daily life there; I saw

 people sw
im

m
ing in 

the river G
anges and doing their laundry, w

hile a little 
bit further dow

n the river the dead w
ere being burned. 

N
obody but m

e thought this w
as strange. 

M
IN

D
 E

X
P

E
R

IM
E

N
T

A
nd so one fine S

aturday afternoon I show
 up at the  

D
e N

ieuw
e O

oster cem
etery in A

m
sterdam

, the 
N

etherlands, for a class called ‘You only die once’ 
presented by The S

chool of Life. D
utch philosopher 

Lam
m

ert K
am

phuis w
ill help us find w

ays to integrate 
our deaths into our lives in a m

ore positive w
ay, 

follow
ed by a tour of the cem

etery. A
s I w

alk over to  
the café w

here the class takes place, I see a funeral
> 
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procession passing by in the distance. M
y first im

pulse 
is to look the other w

ay, but of course that’s going to be 
hard in a cem

etery: D
eath really is everyw

here here. In 
older tim

es, says K
am

phuis, a graveyard w
ould lie next 

to the church and the church w
ould lie at the center of a 

village or tow
n. Today, cem

eteries and crem
atorium

s 
are often located on the outskirts of a city or village and 
are therefore not really part of our daily lives anym

ore.  
A

 question that w
e are asked to ponder during this 

gathering, and that I m
ull over in the follow

ing w
eeks, is 

w
hether paying attention to death m

ight lead to a m
ore 

authentic life. B
ecause w

hen you fully realize that life is 
finite, it can becom

e easier to sense w
hat you w

ant and 
how

 you w
ant to organize your life. A

 thought experim
ent 

such as ‘Im
agine you have one m

ore year to live’ can be 
helpful. “I’ve noticed, in conversations w

ith friends w
ho 

are w
restling w

ith som
ething like, ‘A

m
 I doing the right 

w
ork?’, or ‘D

o I w
ant to live m

y life w
ith this person?’ is 

that this thought experim
ent really helps them

 to m
ake 

a decision,” K
am

phuis says. “B
ecause then they often 

suddenly realize, ‘N
o, in that case I w

ouldn’t be doing 
this w

ork. S
o w

hy am
 I doing it now

?’”
It triggers som

ething in m
e, too. For exam

ple, I’ve 
been w

ondering for a long tim
e if I should go to graphic 

design school. It w
ill cost a lot of tim

e and m
oney, and 

I’m
 not even sure if I w

ill ever do anything w
ith it. O

n the 
other hand, I think that if I found out I only had a short 
tim

e left to live, I w
ould regret not ever having tried. S

o  
I consciously m

ake a decision to fill out the registration 
form

s and enroll w
hen I get hom

e. A
nd I feel elated.

A
 confrontation w

ith death also often m
akes you 

m
ore keenly aw

are of w
hat you do and don’t w

ant in 
your life. “O

nce, after this class, som
eone told m

e how
, 

after the death of his m
other, he suddenly knew

 for 
certain he w

anted to ask his girlfriend to m
arry him

,” 
K

am
phuis says. I m

yself also rem
em

ber how
 w

hen m
y 

father-in-law
 died seventeen years ago, m

y husband 
and I both had this sudden clarity that it w

as tim
e to 

have children. U
ntil then it had never seem

ed to have 

any real urgency; w
e’d been thinking about children in 

term
s of ‘som

e tim
e’ and ‘later’. B

ut then everything 
had suddenly becom

e clear.
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The S

toics w
ould know

 w
hat to say about m

y head-in-
the-sand attitude tow

ard thinking about death. They 
w

ere advising people to think about difficult things 
2,000 years ago, according to K

am
phuis. B

ecause if 
you do, you’ll be m

entally prepared w
hen difficult 

things actually happen to you. The R
om

an w
riter and 

S
toic philosopher S

eneca held death in his thoughts 
every day. This them

e returns again and again in his 
letters, w

hich read as if they w
ere w

ritten yesterday—
they’re so beautiful and relevant. For exam

ple, this 
piece from

 his M
oral Letters to Lucilius: ‘There is 

nothing m
ore w

retched than w
orry over the outcom

e of 
future events; as to the am

ount or the nature of that 
w

hich rem
ains, our troubled m

inds are set aflutter w
ith 

unaccountable fear. H
ow

, then, shall w
e avoid this 

vacillation? In one w
ay only, if there be no reaching 

forw
ard in our life, if it is w

ithdraw
n into itself. For he 

only is anxious about the future, to w
hom

 the present is 
unprofitable. […

] Therefore, m
y dear Lucilius, begin at 

once to live, and count each separate day as a 
separate life. H

e w
ho has thus prepared him

self, he 
w

hose daily life has been a rounded w
hole, is easy in 

his m
ind.’ That appeals to m

e im
m

ensely. If you treat 
every day as the w

hole of your life, then you w
ill not 

regret things that you haven’t done; the story of your 
life is actually com

plete every day. This w
ay, you w

on’t 
neglect things that are unresolved, or agonize over 
things you still w

anted to do. 
A

nother thought experim
ent that helps m

e is to 
reverse the situation and ask m

yself: If I w
ould never 

die, w
ould I be happier? D

utch philosopher Joep 
D

ohm
en thinks not. H

e w
rites that death is the greatest 

gift to m
an, even, because its finality inform

s our 
existence. ‘If w

e w
ere im

m
ortal, w

e could alw
ays redo 

everything, reverse every w
rong decision, undo all 

m
istakes. B

ut if w
e w

ere im
m

ortal, w
e w

ouldn’t ever 
have to start on anything. B

ecause w
hy start on 

anything w
hen it can also be done tom

orrow
? O

r the 
day after tom

orrow
?’ D

eath m
akes it im

possible to take 
life for granted, he w

rites in his [D
utch-only] book about 

the m
odern art of living. ‘O

ur m
ortality is the one thing 

that m
akes a m

eaningful and successful life possible’.
 A
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am
phuis brings our afternoon class to a conclusion 

w
ith the uplifting m

essage that w
e are now

 tw
o hours 

closer to our deaths, and then Johan M
ullenders, w

ho 
has been w

orking at D
e N

ieuw
e O

oster for m
ore than  

25 years, takes us on a tour of the cem
etery. I m

ust say 
it’s very pleasant be given a tour of a graveyard by a 
dow

n-to-earth A
m

sterdam
m

er: because of his pragm
atic 

approach to death, it takes the w
eight off it a little. W

hen 
w

e w
alk past an em

pty, open grave, he rem
oves the 

boards that are laying on top and lets us have a look 
into the prepared hole, if w

e w
ant. “Look, in here there 

w
ill be five people laying on top of each other.” A

t first 
I’m

 afraid to look, but then I feel a kind of peaceful 
resignation. It m

ay sound a bit dim
, but only here do I 

start realizing that w
e really all die som

e tim
e and that 

there is just no point in denying or ignoring it. A
nd I’m

 
genuinely am

azed at how
 m

any different w
ays you
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can be cremated and buried. There’s an option to grow 
a tree out of your ashes which appeals to me. It also 
triggers me to talk to my parents for the first time about 
what they really want to happen when they die—I didn’t 
get my avoidance behavior from a stranger after all: 
they tend to shy away from any talk of death. But not 
this time, and I find that all three of us actually enjoy 
talking about it for a change.

MORE CLARITY
Nowadays, I no longer uneasily avoid the graveyard 
when I walk through the park. It’s just like Kamphuis 
said during the class: At a cemetery, you can see what 
matters in life more clearly. “Reading the names on the 
gravestones and seeing how old people were when 
they died gives you pause. Involuntarily, you think: ‘One 
day I too will be laying here. And what would I have 
wanted to have done with my life?’” His words remind 
me that I want to manage my time more consciously. 
And so, for example, I decide that I no longer want  
to dye my hair. I know, it’s not an earth-shattering 
decision, but every month I’ve been spending an entire 
morning at the hairdresser, and now I suddenly find it a 
waste of time. Exactly as Seneca wrote so beautifully to 
his friend Lucilius: ‘Gather and save your time, which till 
lately has been forced from you, or filched away, or has 
merely slipped from your hands. Make yourself believe 
the truth of my words—that certain moments are torn 
from us, that some are gently removed, and that others 
glide beyond our reach. The most disgraceful kind of 
loss, however, is that due to carelessness’.  

‘CERTAIN MOMENTS ARE  
TORN FROM US; SOME ARE 

GENTLY REMOVED’

WANT TO READ MORE?

  ‘The Tibetan Book of Living and 
Dying’, by Sogyal Rinpoche 
  ‘Death: The Final Stage of Growth’, by 
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross 
  ‘How to Die: An Ancient Guide to the 
End of Life’, by Seneca, translated by 
James S. Romm 
  ‘Michel de Montaigne: The Complete 
Essays’, by Michel de Montaigne. The 
French philosopher asked himself the 
question: ‘What should my attitude be 
in this life with regards to death?’ 
In order to live well, you must be 
able to handle death well, he writes. 
  ‘Can’t We Talk about Something More 
Pleasant?: A Memoir’, by Roz Chast. 
The author and her parents had long 
been followers of the denial theory: 
If you do not think about death, it 
won’t come.


