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    I vividly remember the first time I heard 
Elizabeth Kubler Ross on the topic of death 
and dying.  It was on an audiotape at the 
home of a professor of mine in 1970.  She 
was talking about the symbolic nature of the 
speech of a dying person, the meaning 
underneath the surface of the words.  As she 
developed the notion of how important were 
these final days, she made the case for dying 
in a place that was the most supportive, 
restful, and conducive to 
intimacy and silence. I wept 
at the beauty of this woman 
seeing into the nature of the 
finale of this bodily life and 
drawing out its deepest 
message and purpose.  
    The last line in a poem, the 
last act of a play, the climax 
of a symphony are arguably 
the most important part of any of the 
performing arts, since what the audience 
goes home with is most remembered.  Same 
with the performing art called Life.  The 
attention to the dying process in a 
professional, sensitive and valuing way is 
called ‘hospice.’  Thanks to Kubler Ross, 
who began the work of treating the process 
of dying with dignity and real respect, there 
are now hospice organizations in every city 
and most towns.  
    Remember parlors?  On the front of most 

houses, there used to be the parlor.  This 
room was where the body of the newly 
deceased member of the family was 
displayed to “lay in state” for three days 
before the burial, so that friends and 
relatives could in their own way say 
goodbye and offer assistance and comfort to 
the family.   
    But we don’t build parlors anymore.  Our 
modern western society has for generations 

grown more afraid of death.  
Deathly afraid.  How did I 
reach such a conclusion?  
Because we don’t see it.  We 
hide it.  Death, largely out of 
sight in our culture, takes 
place behind closed doors in 
hospitals with mainly doctors 
present.  Bodies are filed 
away in a morgue.  We hand 

over the body of our loved ones to funeral 
homes.  We don’t want to look at death, 
which means we don’t want to deal with it.  
It is part of our culture of denial.  And we 
really don’t know how the body is treated 
by those who, in our reluctance, have taken 
over this task.
    Yet this period of dying is the most 
fruitful time of life.  Indeed, the possibilities 
are unlimited, literally.  Thank God, there is 
mounting attention to this extraordinary 
time of preparation, completion, and 



transformation into the expanses of Love.  
We now have the opportunity, for ourselves 
and those we love, to be treated with 
constant care in our chosen environment 
where we are listened to, respected, and 
reverenced as the subtler motions of infinity 
and unity begin to infiltrate, heal and clear 
the limiting and more superficial motions of 
finiteness and differences.  Death is a time 
of depth.  And depth requires the bottomless 
well of love.
    When the Hospice women came out to 
talk to my mother (the doctor had told her 
she had six months to live-the time at which 
Hospice can lend its services), they were so 
loving, yet sweetly direct and very practical.  
They offered a movable table, something to 
lift the covers off my mother’s toes, a 
bedpan, absorbent drapes and the like.  My 
mother adored their visit and felt “so much 
got accomplished.”  
    Back when we lived in Snowmass, my 
wife and I met at St. Benedict’s Monastery a 
woman who played the harp for the dying.  
Her ministry began one day in a hospital 
when she saw a dying man alone and 
grumbling.  So she got in bed behind him 
and held him and rocked him gently while 
she sang Gregorian chants.  The man 
calmed down and felt so relaxed that he 
passed in her arms.  She now teaches people 
to minister to the dying via the celestial 
medium of the harp.
    Is it not promising, indeed wonderful, 
when we begin to put attention on that 
which is truly important?  Worlds open up 
when we start seeing, especially in death’s 

vast territory where all the worlds meet.  
When we open, seeing opens.  When we 
love, seeing grows unitive.  Vision is 
possible.  When we care, space results and 
the breath comes easier and the eyes behold 
more of what wants to take place.  What 
wants to take place?  Healing.  The process 
of death wants most deeply to be a process 
of healing.  
    And who gets healed?  The person dying 
stands at the gates of the greatest possible 
healing:  Life expanding with and through 
the process of death into a new definition of 
self, a definition that no longer requires 
physical limitation or the confinement of 
separation, a definition that trusts its 
experience to be self-revelatory such that 
there is no longer definition but rather only 
dance.  
    But also those who make the vigil of 
caring for the one passing they get healed.  
They get healed from seeing their loved one 
as a body, as someone whose familiarity 
was defined only by interactions with 
things, people and events.  Now those who 
care can “get out of the way” of their own 
agendas and dwell close to the one passing 
into realms of freedom no longer structured 
in “have to’s” and possessions.  Dying 
teaches us to live.  The one passing moves 
into the life that has no limits in time and 
space.  The ones caring move into a greater 
sence of  life in this body. +
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LETTERS
  to the Editor  (just a few of the many wgreatfully recieved)

     LaVerne was one of my most favorite people ever!!  Such sparkle in her eyes and a ready comment 
(often amusing, often thought-provoking) for every occasion!  I will miss her and am sorry I was not there 
for her send off.
     We thought of her often in China.  As I mentioned to Barbara, on my last visit to her I asked if she 
wanted anything from China and she said, “A pair of leather thong shoes.”  So every market or chance to 
shop we looked.  Finally settled on a pair in Hong Kong.  But they weren’t just right, so we kept looking.  
Finally in Bali I found just the right pair, but something told me intuitively that she didn’t need them 
anymore.she has her dancing shoes now!

-Joan Peterson and Ken Nelson  Crestone

     Death does not mean extinguishing the Light  but putting out the light because the dawn has come.
     My visit and meetings with LaVerne were always occasions of great joy.  She is now enjoying the fruits 
of her eternal home.’     

-Paula Naughton     Holy Hill, Skreen, Ireland

     A new bloom in heaven really seems the right image for your dear mother LaVerne’s passing from us.  
She was a beautiful bloom in this life, what a delight she wasthe twinkle in her eye, the joy she took in 
everything and everyonethe love she expressed to all.  She left the sweet scent of a life well lived behind in 
the grace and dignity of her passing.  William, you received her final gift with such love and dignity that 
you passed it on to all of us in its fullness.  We all felt this grace.  I have never seen such a miracle of light, 
love and grace in death.

-Michael Dowd Crestone
 
     Even in the short time I knew your mother, she gifted me and I was blessed ~ her sweet voice was with 
me as I bought my wedding gownI followed her advice“Get a gown that is unforgettable.”  And she was 
with me as clear as could be on the morning of her cremation as the tones and song of Spirit came through 
for herthen she gave me guidance on living life ~ Her gifts continue in her greater formlessness.

-Marilyn Coriel (now Marilyn Dowd) Crestone

     I was passing through the San Luis Valley to a rock art conference, and read of William’s mother’s 
death.  Please accept my heartfelt sympathy.  She sounded true, a very hard practice to die clear-eyed about 
your own death.  And think, she was so much a part of the dream of sanctuary.

-Lou Mortensen    Denver

     Not One Red Ruffle:  For LaVerne
           She crossed the threshold with such grace
           like Loretta Young entering a room:
           an artful turn, skirts swirling,
           looking straight ahead.
           The door closed behind her and nothing caught.

-Stephanie Gaines Crestone
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SANCTUARY HOUSE NEWS...

• The labyrinth is finished, thanks be to God.  Now comes the surrounding 
flagstone work, already in progress and, next spring, turning this central labyrinthian 
space into a garden.

• Our son Bucky married his incredible bride Yuki here at Sanctuary House on 
June 17th.  Her parents and sister came and their ceremony, conducted by 
Shantibaba. It was stunning.

• William and Barbara were honored to accompany Sheikha Fariha on an 
inspired sojourn to Istanbul to meet the head of the Halveti-Jerrahi Order of 
dervishes, Sheikh Togrul Effendi, in late June.  On every level, this sacred journey 
was pristine and still is giving its gifts.

• Sheikha Fariha offered a week-long Sufi retreat here in Crestone, and all the 
dervish participants made pilgrimage to Sanctuary House on August 12th to walk the 
labyrinth.  An unmatchable retreat it was, and the experiences on the labyrinth were 
quite off the charts.  Such confirmation!

• Sanctuary House was visited by a Peruvian Shaman, Dr. Jorge Gonzales 
Ramirez, and by Adzon Rinpoche, both in early August.

• Barbara’s 60th birthday was celebrated with dhun, dhyan and dessert on 
August 6th.   Her spirit is growing constantly more youthful, so her biological age 
and her inner age are worlds apart. Yet closer infinity too.

• Shantibaba will hold a retreat here at Sanctuary House, from Sept. 19-25th.  
It’s going to be outstanding.  You are welcome to attend.  Call for reservations.

• The big garage sale on August 25th (8AM-2PM) allowed Sanctuary House to 
reclaim its garage, Oh, yes, do we feel lighter & more spacious!.

• Sanctuary House will hold a grand opening celebration sometime in October, 
which will mark the finale of its being a building site and the entry into its true and 
conscious purpose as a place of silence, worship, retreat and spiritual practice.



         When I was 22, I went through a difficult period of pondering death.  It had lasted 
maybe a year when I went to visit my parents, who had just moved to St. Louis.  I 
remember being out on their balcony overlooking the Mississippi as I felt the time was 
right to ask my question: “Mom, what do you think about death?”  “Oh,” she said, “I 
think it’s going to be so fabulous, that it just goes beyond thinking; it will be just too 
grand.”  After that, I didn’t worry myself any further regarding this imponderable 
question.
    On the evening of May 28th, my mother LaVerne took her final breath in this body.  
She had broken her right hip in February, followed by seven weeks of rehabilitation from 
the hip-pin surgery, which had gone well.  Then, just ten days after she returned to her 
beloved apartment at Sanctuary House (trying hard to be the same LaVerne prior to the 
fractured hip), a tumor the size of a small grapefruit revealed itself on the left side of her 
pelvis.  Her doctor, a youthful woman she quite loved, told her, “LaVerne, you have a 
tumor.  And I’m quite certain it’s cancerous.”  My mom so appreciated this honesty.  The 
prediction was six months, more or less.   Her doctor offered alternatives, and my mom 
decided simply to do nothing: not even a biopsy (to determine the nature of the cancer) 
or a catscan (to find out how widespread it had become).  She just wanted God  to take 
over.  “He knows what he’s doing,” she told me, “a lot more than I could ever figure 
out.”  My mom just wanted to get out of the way, so God could have his way with her.
    LaVerne slid in the same gentle and elegant slope that Mt. Blanca meets the San Luis 
Valley.  When two women from Hospice came out, they thought Mom had three weeks to 
three months.  She left five days later.
    There were twelve of us around her bed the evening she passed.  The depth of 
consciousness, sorrow, wisdom and love I beheld in her face in the last hours will ever 
remind me of the Virgin of Vladimir, the famous icon which the Russians twice in their 
history have held up at their western border just before being invaded (Both times the 
enemy turned around and rode away.)
    The last breath was unmistakable.  And in the silence, I looked at my wife Barbara and 
our eyes held the most tangible rejoicing it has been my pleasure to know.  I said 
something about how appreciative I was that such companions were here around her in 
this precious place and time.  Then the room filled up with joy and thanksgiving.  I 
recalled the gospels saying, “And the disciples knelt down and worshipped.”  I felt a lot 
like that.  My mom had, except for the last few hours, been pain-free.  And the difficult 

–  PERSEVERENCE TO THE END– 
This is the twenty-first in a series concerning the nature, reach and practicalities of Sanctuary.
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to nightmarish scenarios that could have happened, regarding complications in her legs, 
had not manifested.  Indeed, I cannot imagine a passing which commanded more dignity.
    We told LaVerne stories and sang a few songs she loved, until someone asked what 
was I going to do now, in terms of the funeral arrangements.  My mother had donated her 
body to science, but the day before I had called the State Anatomical Board to find that 
they wouldn’t take her if she were infectious or over- or underweight.  She was only 79 
pounds! So I didn’t know what was to be done.  Then someone else asked, “Why don’t 
you cremate her here at Sanctuary House?”  My God, the thought went through me so 
fast and so completely that for a moment I disappeared, which is to say that there was no 
thinking about this suggestion.  In fact, it was already accomplished.  Not long after that 
two out-of-nowhere gusts of wind came through the open western window and blew off 
the flowers and photos that had been pouring in during my mom’s illness.
    There were only three of us left when the deputy sheriff and the county coroner came 
just before midnight.  I told them I wanted to cremate LaVerne here.  The coroner, who 
looked like someone who did everything by the rules, asked, “Is this the place where 
Bapu came?”  Barbara and I did an imperceptible double-take before nodding our heads.  
“My wife,” he said, “came to see Bapu and her life was changed.”  
    It turned out that we needed a local fire permit, easy to obtain after an inspection of the 
site we had chosen, and a State Air Quality Control permit.  The coroner was on the 
phone half the next day with these people who, because of his favorable and evidently 
constant input, finally faxed us the necessary forms.  My wife and several other women 
washed LaVerne and anointed her with sacred oils, then dressed her in her favorite red 
dress and red silk scarf from India.  Two dear woodworking friends, Bruce and Russell, 
made a palanquin for her.  She lay in state for three days.  The Carmelite monks and 
nunks, among her dozens of visitors, brought dry ice, which we placed beneath her.  Her 
room was filled with flowers, but I hardly noticed them, so riveting was her now quiet 
but revelatory face.
    Someone else in our community had cremated his wife, using a pyre which I took 
down and reassembled at Sanctuary House.  The day before our fire marshal had bucked 
a juniper long fallen just above Sanctuary House.  Thomas Hall and I had loaded the pyre 
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    If there are questions then, of course, there are answers,
    but the final answer makes the questions seem absurd.         

-John Cage



with that wood the night before.
    Then at dawn, Barbara and I and Stephanie and Colleen wrapped her in her favorite 
Indian bedspread with elephants on it, and four dear friends carried her out her back door, 
through the labyrinth project (then only a quarter complete), out the entrance gate, down 
the road and into the driveway where Thomas and I had erected a funeral bier.  LaVerne’s 
body was placed on the grate between the two concrete walls.  Over fifty people 
assembled by 4:30 AM.
    I welcomed the guests.  I offered a kaddish prayer.  Stephanie read Buddhist bardo 
prayers.  Russell sang the Datta Invocation; I gave the Call to Prayer and recited the 
Fatiha; the Carmelites circled the bier to read a poem, sing a song and offer prayers.  
Then I invited everyone present to take a juniper log and place it on top of LaVerne’s 
body.  Each person offered personal prayers during this procession.  Thomas Hall acted 
as our firemarshal and with a torch lit the flame.  None of us had any idea what to expect 
in terms of heat, time, or how far back we would have to stand.  The fire burned for two 
hours, though she was gone in half that time.  We watched, sang songs and told stories.  
The fire burned without smoke or even a cinder rising into the lightening sky, so clear 
was that flame.
    We stood in awe.  No one could explain it.  But it had to do a lot with LaVerne, whose 
prayer was “Perseverance to the end” (I am confident she was graced to fulfill her final 
mission).  It also had a lot to do with the unity, the wholeness somehow built into this 
simple and unrehearsed multi-faith ceremony.  And it had a lot to do with the cremation 
itself, the very act of it, the fire, the heat, the night becoming day.  And, of course, the 
ineffable fact of death, of finality, this most mysterious transition.  
    I know some had come with uncertainty about witnessing fire consuming a human 
body.  All of us, likely, brought some degree of hesitancy on this point.  Yet, I would 
venture that everyone, to a person, felt when they made their way home that, indeed, this 
was the way they wanted to go, that this was how it was supposed to be.  Many who 
witnessed this pageant afterwards told Barbara something to the effect of “I want a repeat 
performance when it’s my turn.”
   LaVerne, my mother, moved to Crestone in 1997.  What we all saw, myself included, 
was a butterfly free after 85 years in its cocoon.  She had been born the day the Titanic 
sank, had married and watched her young husband be claimed by pneumonia during the 
Depression, then wed my dad, only to find out when I was five that she had TB.  She 
never kissed him on the lips again.  She worked 4 hours a day cupping herself and trying 
to cough up the breath-inhibiting phlegm which would not have been a problem had she 
not been allergic to sulfa.  When my dad got cancer in a long bout with dying, my mom 
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Of  Death...and Rebirth
   The tragic events in Manhattan and the Pentagon beg for prayers and tears, yet never letting go
of the fullness of hope.  September 11th hints of huge forces and larger waves of history:  the rise 
and fall of dynasties, of civilizations, of land masses, of stars and supernova exploding and 
reassembling.  The death that faces every individual faces every culture, mountain, galaxy.  
Indeed, all creation will finally be subsumed in the Divine Sufficiency (and likely burst forth 
again–and again....)
   If this is somewhat speculative, what is certain is that what we call ‘death’ has one essential 
purpose, and that is rebirth.  Death is the requirement and process for one state to move to its next 
higher state.  Seasons, geographies, societies, suns – everything is moving tto a vast and 
wondrous dance.  May we able to perceive the music, and musicians. And the Composer. + 

“lost 20 pounds to grief.”  Then, living by herself in her large St. Louis apartment, she 
talked mainly with God for the next decade and a half.
    Here in Crestone, however, she was everyday the belle of the ball.  The light that 
flashed in her eyes was true radiance built up from years and years of faithfulness.  She 
believed the promises of Christ.  “It says that I will live forever, and that’s what I 
expect,” she told her friends, who were many.  She had a curiosity about life, especially 
about the clouds and the birds, and she had become quite a naturalist through pure 
observation.  And such a charmer most of us have never met.  She had the gift of 
brightening any person’s life, no matter what the circumstances.  
   There was transmission in her gaze, faith and courage in her words, gaiety in her soul, a 
ready smile on her expressive face, and never did she complain [”It’s a hardship,” she 
said of her recovery time in a Salida nursing home, which was as close to downcast as 
she ever came.]  I am convinced that the wonder and beauty, the awe and clear light of 
both her passing and her cremation were transmissions from her taking at face value the 
promises of her faith.  On this matter, she simply had no doubts.
    And wouldn’t you know it, all kinds of folks have had communications from the 
woman who was my mother. So many have been the communiqués that Barbara and I 
fully expect Conversations with LaVerne to be in the bookstores soon.
    So much happens to a soul in a lifetime; so huge is every life, is every soul that even 
volumes can only hint at the largesse of what it means to live in a human body.  One 
thing for sure, a conscious death is an unparalleled gift to the community.  So many 
wondrous events have graced our lives and the lives of dozens upon dozens of people 
susceptible to her ripplings of unity that we do get the direct sense of life after death not 
only being actual but, just as she said, “so fabulous that it just goes beyond thinking, it 
will be just too grand.”  +
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      One of the most poignant religious concerns is the after-life.  Ears perk up at the talk 
of what happens after death.  But none of the talk does justice, or can do justice, to that 
awesome transition.  Only our direct experience will suffice.  There is, of course, faith.  
A definite essential, a universal requirement.  And there is theology, which can be of 
assistance in providing the wisdom of great souls whose minds are clear and whose 
hearts are open regarding the great continuum of the everlasting.  
     While people need such theology, the Divine does not, being always and eternally 
full.  And that Fullness knows no bounds or divisions, no limits or categories.  
     I have recently come to understand that, along with the mystery that we never die, 
comes the equivalent mystery that God does not judge.  It is we who, coming closer as 
we let this body go toward the absolute purity of the Godhead, judge ourselves in relation 
to the Epitome of Truth.  From that utter apex of Love only Love is streaming.  Yet each 
soul moving towards the Light translates that effulgence.  While some translate the Light 
as beauty, radiance, expansion, joy, love and strength, others translate the Light as horror, 
terror, desolation, isolation, contraction, despair.  We allow our heaven, if we are so 
inclined.  We make our hell if we are not.  The Lord is Love alone.  Our translation of 
Love is based on our ability to love, our openness to love, our understanding of the 
breadth and depth of love while we enjoyed these bodies of earth.  Those who feared 
love will, unless the grace of God wipes clean their eyes, see only entrapment and pain in 
the pure radiance of the Divine.  Life will go on for them as well, but it will be difficult, 
though still full of lessons of love, for it is impossible for life to end.
    Nowhere has the impossibility of life coming to an end been so demonstrated as in the 
finale of the Messiah.  The message of the empty tomb is that death is but an illusion, 
totally empty.  The resurrection of Christ Jesus is offered as the proof.
     Even on face value, Christianity is all about resurrection.  It is clear that the birth of 
Christ Jesus contained his death.  It was his purpose to be nailed to the tree of limited 
living and there, by the grace of God, to make his ultimate identification with humanity 
and to die on the Cross.  Of course, he did not die and the story of his life did not end 
there, because the reason for his death was the bodily witness to the emptiness of the fear 
of death.  Indeed, his testimony is that death does not exist.  Only the body can perish.  
Life itself, which is imperishable, never dies, and cannot die.  
     The secret is that the divine birth of Christ Jesus contained not only his physical death 
but also his eternal resurrection.  However, the secret is not revealed in such a statement, 
but in the tactile understanding that death is fundamentally an illusion, that life is the 

CRISTIAN LIFE COMING FULLY ALIVE IN DEATH
by William Howell
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