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On Dying Well, Part 1 
 

On Last Things 
 
 
Four Future Things 
 
Death, than which nothing is more certain. 
Judgment, than which nothing is more strict. 
Hell, than which nothing is more terrible. 
Paradise, than which nothing is more delightful. 
 
The Immortal Soul – St. Gregory the Great 
 
Almighty God created three kinds of living spirits: one that is not clothed with flesh; another that is 
clothed with flesh but does not die with the flesh; and a third that is clothed with flesh and perishes 
with it. The spirit which is not clothed with flesh is that of the angels. The spirit clothed in flesh, but 
not destined to die with it, is the human spirit. The spirit that is clothed in the flesh and dies with the 
flesh is the spirit of all beasts and brute animals. Now, since man was created midway between angels 
and beasts, to be lower than the one and higher than the other, he has something in common both with 
the highest and with the lowest. His spirit shares immortality with the angels, and with animals he is 
doomed to a bodily death, until the day when a glorious resurrection will swallow up mortality and the 
flesh will cling once again to the spirit to be preserved by it for all eternity, even as the spirit itself is 
preserved in God by clinging to Him. 
 
That Hideous Strength - C.S. Lewis 
 
Frost had left the dining room a few minutes after Wither. He did not know where he was going or what 
he was about to do. For many years he had theoretically believed that all which appears in the mind as 
motive or intention is merely a by-product of what the body is doing. But for the last year or so — 
since he had been initiated — he had begun to taste as fact what he had long held as theory. 
Increasingly, his actions had been without motive. He did this and that, he said thus and thus, and did 
not know why. His mind was a mere spectator. He could not understand why that spectator should exist 
at all. He resented its existence, even while assuring himself that resentment also was merely a 
chemical phenomenon. The nearest thing to a human passion which still existed in him was a sort of 
cold fury against all who believed in the mind. There was no tolerating such an illusion. There were 
not, and must not be, such things as men. But never, until this evening, had he been quite so vividly 
aware that the body and its movements were the only reality, that the self which seemed to watch the 
body leaving the dining room and setting out for the chamber of the Head, was a nonentity...Like the 
clockwork figure he had chosen to be, his stiff body, now terribly cold, walked back into the Objective 
Room, poured out the petrol and threw a lighted match into the pile. Not till then did his controllers 
allow him to suspect that death itself might not after all cure the illusion of being a soul — nay, might 
prove the entry into a world where that illusion raged infinite and unchecked. Escape for the soul, if not 
for the body, was offered him. He became able to know (and simultaneously refused the knowledge) 
that he had been wrong from the beginning, that souls and personal responsibility existed. He half saw: 
he wholly hated. The physical torture of the burning was not fiercer than his hatred of that. With one 
supreme effort he flung himself back into his illusion. In that attitude eternity overtook him as sunrise 
in old tales overtakes trolls and turns them into unchangeable stone. (pg. 332) 
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The following excerpts are taken from Book Four of the Dialogues of St. Gregory the Great: 
 
Saints appearing at the hour of death 
 
It often happens that the saints of heaven appear to the just at the hour of death in order to reassure 
them. And, with the vision of the heavenly company before their minds, they die without experiencing 
any fear or agony.  On this subject I must tell you what I heard from the servant of God, Probus, who 
now presides over the monastery of St. Renatus here at Rome. He used to tell me of his uncle, Bishop 
Probus of Rieti, who was overtaken by a severe illness toward the end of his life. His father Maximus, 
in an attempt to find a cure for him, sent his servants out to the neighboring districts to summon 
doctors. They came and gathered round the bed of the sick bishop. After taking his pulse, they 
concluded that death was imminent. Since it was growing late and was nearly time for the evening 
meal, the bishop felt concern for the doctors. In fact, he was more solicitous for their welfare than for 
his own. So he had them accompany his aged father to the upper story of the episcopal residence to 
refresh themselves after their labor. 
 
They did so, leaving only one little boy behind with the bishop. This lad, Probus tells me, is still alive. 
While he was watching at the bedside of the sick bishop, he suddenly saw some men in white robes 
approaching. The brilliance of their countenance far surpassed the splendor of their garments. Dazzled 
by the brightness of the vision, the boy began to ask in a loud, excited voice who these men were. 
Awakened by his voice the bishop, too, looked up to see the visitors and, recognizing immediately who 
they were, tried to calm the boy, who by this time was sobbing and shaking with fear. ‘Don’t be afraid, 
my boy,’ he said. ‘The two martyrs, St. Juvenal and St. Eleutherius, are paying me a visit.’ But the boy 
ran from the room as fast as he could, overcome with terror at the unusual sight, and told his father and 
the doctors what he had seen. They came down at once to see for themselves and found the bishop 
already dead. The holy martyrs, at whose sight the boy had been so frightened, had taken his soul with 
them. 
 
A Vision of Hell 
 
A monk of Illyria, who was with me in my monastery here in Rome, used to tell me of his experiences 
as a hermit in the desert. A Spanish monk, by the name of Peter, was a fellow hermit with him in the 
vast solitude of Evasa. Before undertaking to live in the desert, Peter had become sick and died. On 
being restored to life, he declared that he had seen hell with all its torments and countless pools of fire. 
He also mentioned seeing some of this world’s outstanding men tossing in the flames. When his turn 
came to be cast into the fire, an angel in shining white robes suddenly appeared to prevent him from 
being buried in the burning mass. ‘Leave this place,’ he said, ‘and consider well how you are to live 
henceforth.’ With this Peter came back to earth, and the warmth of life gradually returned to the limbs 
of his body. On waking from this sleep of death, he described all that had happened to him. But, even 
had he kept silent, his penitential fasts and night watches would have been eloquent witnesses to his 
terrifying visit to hell and his deep fear of its dreadful torments. God had shown Himself most merciful 
by not allowing him to die in this experience with death. 
 
An Unrepentant Sinner 
 
On the other hand, there was Chrysaorius. Probus, his kinsman, whom I mentioned before, used to tell 
me about him. Chrysaorius was very rich in this world’s goods, but his vices were as abundant as his 
possessions. He was proud and conceited, a slave to the lusts of the flesh, and burning with avarice to 
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amass more wealth. Now, when the Lord decreed to make an end of all these evils, He struck him with 
a disease that caused his death. A short time before he died, however, he saw hideous spirits standing 
before him, threatening fiercely to carry him to the depths of hell. Pale with terror, trembling and 
perspiring, he finally burst out in a cry of anguish and begged for a few moments of grace. Then, with a 
loud, excited voice he called for his son Maximus, a monk whom I met after I myself had become a 
monk. ‘Maximus,’ he called, ‘come quickly! I never did you any wrong. I entrust myself to your care. 
Take me!’ 
 
In a short time Maximus stood at his side, terribly upset, while the entire family gathered round, 
weeping and lamenting. Though they could not actually see the evil spirits and their horrible attacks, 
they could tell from the sick man’s own declarations, from the pallor on his face and from his trembling 
body, that the evil spirits were present. In mortal terror of these horrible images, he kept tossing from 
side to side on his bed. First, he would lie on his left side. Then, unable to bear the sight, he would turn 
his face to the wall. There, too, the images appeared. And now, nearly worn out and despairing of any 
relief, he shouted, ‘Give me time until morning! Hold off at least until morning!’ With that his life was 
snatched away. 
 
Praying for the Poor Souls 
 
The holy Sacrifice of Christ, our saving Victim, bring; great benefits to souls even after death, provided 
their sin; can be pardoned in the life to come. For this reason the souls of the dead sometimes beg to 
have Masses offered for them. 
 
Bishop Felix, whom I mentioned above, said that he had been told of such a case by a saintly priest 
who was still living two years ago in the diocese of Centum Cellae a pastor of the Church of St. John in 
Tauriana. This priest used to bathe in the hot springs of Tauriana whenever his health required. One 
day, as he entered the baths, he found a stranger there who showed himself most helpful in every way 
possible, by unlatching his shoes, taking care of his clothes and furnishing him towels after the hot 
bath. After several experiences of this kind, the priest said to himself: ‘It would not do for me to appear 
ungrateful to this man who is so devoted in his kind services to me. I must reward him in some way.’ 
So one day he took along two crown-shaped loaves of bread to give him. 
 
When he arrived at the place, the man was already waiting for him and rendered the same services he 
had before. After the bath, when the priest was again fully dressed and read to leave, he offered the man 
the present of bread, asking him kindly to accept it as a blessing, for it was offered as a token of charity. 
But the man sighed mournfully and said, ‘Why do you give it to me, Father? That bread is holy and I 
cannot eat it. I who stand before you was once the owner of this place. It is because of my sins that I 
was sent back here as a servant. If you wish to do something for me, then offer this bread to almighty 
God, and so make intercession for me, a sinner. When you come back and do not find me here, you will 
know that your prayers have been heard.’ With these words he disappeared, thus showing that he was a 
spirit disguised as a man. The priest spent the entire week in prayer and tearful supplications, offering 
Mass for him daily. When he returned to the bath, the man was no longer to be found. This incident 
points out the great benefits souls derive from the Sacrifice of the Mass. Because of these benefits the 
dead ask us, the living, to have Masses offered for them, and even show us by signs that it was through 
the Mass that they were pardoned. 
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Dies Irae 
Sequence for Requiem Masses 

 
 

Day of wrath and doom impending. 
David's word with Sibyl's blending, 
Heaven and earth in ashes ending. 

Righteous Judge, for sin's pollution 
Grant Thy gift of absolution, 
Ere the day of retribution. 

Oh, what fear man's bosom rendeth, 
When from heaven the Judge descendeth, 
On whose sentence all dependeth. 

Guilty, now I pour my moaning, 
All my shame with anguish owning; 
Spare, O God, Thy suppliant groaning! 

Wondrous sound the trumpet flingeth; 
Through earth's sepulchres it ringeth; 
All before the throne it bringeth. 

Through the sinful woman shriven, 
Through the dying thief forgiven,  
Thou to me a hope hast given. 

Death is struck, and nature quaking, 
All creation is awaking, 
To its Judge an answer making. 

Worthless are my prayers and sighing, 
Yet, good Lord, in grace complying, 
Rescue me from fires undying. 

Lo, the book, exactly worded, 
Wherein all hath been recorded, 
Thence shall judgement be awarded. 

With Thy sheep a place provide me, 
From the goats afar divide me,  
To Thy right hand do Thou guide me. 

When the Judge his seat attaineth, 
And each hidden deed arraigneth, 
Nothing unavenged remaineth. 

When the wicked are confounded, 
Doomed to flames of woe unbounded, 
Call me with Thy saints surrounded. 

What shall I, frail man, be pleading? 
Who for me be interceding, 
When the just are mercy needing? 

Low I kneel, with heart's submission, 
See, like ashes, my contrition, 
Help me in my last condition. 

King of Majesty tremendous, 
Who dost free salvation send us, 
Fount of pity, then befriend us! 

Ah! that day of tears and mourning, 
From the dust of earth returning 
Man for judgement must prepare him, 
Spare, O God, in mercy spare him. 

Think, kind Jesu! – my salvation 
Caused Thy wondrous Incarnation; 
Leave me not to reprobation. 

Lord, all-pitying, Jesus blest, 
Grant them Thine eternal rest. Amen. 

Faint and weary, Thou hast sought me, 
On the Cross of suffering bought me. 
Shall such grace be vainly brought me? 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint

