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The ethics of death and dying have been
the subject of many recent public debates in
both the church and the secular arena. While
these two books do not enter these debates
directly, they help to clarify the foundations
of a Christian approach to issues of death and
dying.

On Christian Dying is a collection of six-
teen texts which discuss both the nature of
death and how to die well. Levering opens the
work with an introductory essay in which he
gleans wisdom from philosophers and poets
on the meaning of death. He uses works such
as Plato’s Phaedo, and the writings of Walker
Percy, T. S. Eliot, and Fyodor Dostoevsky to
introduce prominent themes of Christian dy-
ing: detachment from self, self-giving love,
and living a cruciform life. These themes re-
garding death and dying are present through-
out the Christian tradition. Thus, Levering
notes that by attending to the narratives and
reflections on death by the saints, contem-
porary Christians learn to model their lives
and deaths on the witness of those holy per-
sons who have gone before them.

Levering’s purpose in editing this collec-
tion is to explore the ways in which Christian
“saints” (broadly speaking) have discussed
and approached the topic of death. The col-
lection includes, among others, excerpts
from the writings of St. Ignatius of Antioch,
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St. Polycarp of Smyrna, the martyrs of Gaul,
St. Athanasius, and St. Ambrose; from
St. Augustine’s Confessions and St. Thomas
Aquinas’s Summa theologiae; and from the
writings of St. Thomas More, St. Catherine of
Siena, St. Catherine of Genoa, St. John of the
Cross, St. Francis de Sales, St. Joseph
Cafasso, John Henry Newman, and St.
Thérese of Liseaux. The texts are arranged
chronologically, giving the reader a sense of
the development of the Christian tradition of
death and dying from the early church until
the late nineteenth century.

At the end of each text, Levering includes
a list of two or three questions on the saint
for reflection. After the passage from
Ignatius of Antioch he asks, for example,
“Why does Ignatius ask the members of the
Church of Rome not to petition on his be-
half?” After an excerpt from Thomas More’s
letter to his daughter, Levering advises us to
“Meditate upon [More’s] trust in God’s
providential will. Why does he trust even
though he knows he may soon be put to
death?” The questions are more pastoral than
academic.

The central theme of the book is that the
dying teach the living how to live by model-
ing self-giving. This theme is present in the
accounts not only of the martyrs, but of
other saints, like Catherine of Siena, as well.
Her detachment from self opens her to true
humility and pure agapic love. This, accord-
ing to Levering, is the cruciform life. It is
the life of dying to self, in the imitation of
Jesus, in order that one may truly live.

Also working within of the Christian tra-
dition is Christopher Vogt’s Patience, Com-
passion, Hope, and the Christian Art of
Dying Well. Vogt finds the contemporary ap-
proach to death to be misplaced, with its
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understanding of death as “to be avoided at
all costs,” the inordinate focus on how medi-
cal professionals are to respond to the dy-
ing person, and the relative inattention af-
forded to the patient who is dying. Vogt also
notes that the contemporary experience of
death and dying in the United States calls for
renewed reflection. This is due to, among
other things, the drop in communicable dis-
eases (which kill quickly), the rise of
chronic disease (such as heart disease and
cancer, which kill more slowly), and inno-
vation in medical technology, which not only
prolongs dying but also blurs the distinction
between those who are dying and those who
have a chance for recovery.

In the first two chapters, Vogt presents rich
sources of reflection Christian virtue ethics,
in particular, as expressed in the ars moriendi
tradition of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. From this tradition Vogt explores
the works of Desiderius Erasmus, William
Perkins, Robert Bellarmine, S.J., and Jeremy
Taylor. These thinkers maintained that prepa-
ration for death was a life-long project. One
could not hope to die well through a move-
ment of the will; rather, one needed to culti-
vate certain virtues throughout one’s life so
that one could die a good death. In recover-
ing this tradition, Vogt proposes that the best
ars moriendi is the ars vivendi of the Chris-
tian virtues. Drawing on the tradition, he pro-
poses three virtues as essential to this end:
patience, compassion, and hope.

In Chapter Three, Vogt develops the virtue
of compassion. He contrasts the Christian
notion of compassion with a prominent con-
temporary secular notion represented in the
writings of physician Timothy Quill. Physi-
cian-assisted suicide (PAS) is used to high-
light the differences in the two approaches.
Quill grounds his support for PAS in an un-
derstanding of compassion as “non-abandon-
ment of the suffering patient.” Non-abandon-
ment not only includes remaining with the
suffering patient, but also includes doing
whatever is needed to alleviate the patient’s
suffering. Thus, Quill argues that if death is
the only means by which a patient is able to
escape suffering, a compassionate doctor
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(i.e., one who does not abandon her or his
patients) is obliged to facilitate the dying pro-
cess. Vogt rejects Quill’s conclusion because
compassion exists in a web of virtues—
namely, patience and hope—which guide the
patient to patiently bear his suffering with
others and to hope that his suffering is, in
some way, redemptive and meaningful.
Chapter Four presents a biblical ars
mordiendi, focusing on the Jesus of Luke’s
Gospel as the archetype of the three virtues.
Vogt chooses the Jesus of Luke because
Luke’s Jesus is intended to be a model for
dying Christians to emulate. Vogt underscores
that in life and in death Jesus shares his au-
tonomy with God; therefore, He must surren-
der control of his life and death to God, and
patiently await his fate. In this vein Vogt writes:

we must wait for events to unfold for
God’s will or purposes to be made
known to us. Jesus’s wait is not long
lived in the garden, but waiting is part
of the narrative; Jesus does not make a
decision in favor of obedience to God
and then run to the authorities to pre-
cipitate his death, but waits for them to
come and arrest him. (105)

Vogt notes that in Jesus, compassion is
given a new dimension; compassion from
the one who is dying to others who are also
suffering. Thus, to die well is not only to
receive compassion, but also to express it.

Vogt concludes the book by proposing an
ars moriendi for our own time. Here spe-
cial emphasis is given to that increasingly
rare virtue, patience. Vogt proposes a prac-
tice, lay ministry to the dying, as an example
of how to inculcate these three virtues into
the lives of ordinary Christians. This minis-
try would reintegrate dying into the life of
the community and thereby provide a mo-
ment of compassionate service to the dying
and also a moment for community members
to reflect on their own deaths.

While it is difficult to compare and con-
trast works from different genres, it is pos-
sible to draw a general sketch for compara-
tive purposes. Both of these works—
Levering’s and Vogt’s—mine the Christian
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tradition for insight into dying well today.
They concur that a good death is the fruit of
a life well lived. In addition, both works suc-
ceed in refocusing the conversations sur-
rounding death and dying, from how medi-
cal professionals are to treat dying patients
to the quality of the death of the patient.
Still, there are distinct differences in em-
phasis. Levering’s collection, broadly con-
strued, understands self-sacrifice, self-de-
nial, and agapic love as essential to dying
well. In Vogt, notions of self-sacrifice and
denial are replaced by notions of shared au-
tonomy and filial love in the Christian com-
munity. While these two visions are not
mutually exclusive, they constitute two dis-
tinct understandings of the good death.

Differences notwithstanding, Levering’s
collection supplements Vogt’s work. Aris-
totle writes that the mean of virtue is not
conceived abstractly, but rather is deter-
mined by the virtuous person. Thus, Vogt’s
discussion of the virtues must be given flesh
by portraits of persons who embodied the
virtues of patience, compassion, and hope.
Levering’s work provides these portraits.
The reader sees patience modeled in the
accounts of the death of Catherine of Genoa,
compassion in Thomas More’s letter to his
daughter, and hope expressed by a dying
Catherine of Siena.

Levering’s book suffers from two defi-
ciencies. He more than adequately commu-
nicates approaches to death (and life) in the
early, medieval, and modern Church. Still,
there is not a single voice from the contem-
porary Church. This absence is felt particu-
larly because of the important changes, as
Vogt notes, in the way people die today. For
instance, in his introduction Levering briefly
cites the late Henri Nouwen, but neglects to
include any of his poignant writings on
death. While Nouwen is not a canonized
saint, an excerpt from his Our Greatest
Gift: Meditations on Dying and Caring
would have completed the collection and
made it more contemporary.

Levering also omits a concluding reflec-
tion. How is the reader to understand Ignatius
of Antioch’s desire to be martyred in the

light of Thomas More’s belief that Christ
“wished his followers to be brave and prudent
soldiers, not senseless or foolish” (81)?
Levering provides a rich source of texts on
dying without sufficient commentary. He
abandons the reader to sort through ancient
and medieval texts alone. The questions at the
end of each excerpt provide space for pasto-
ral reflection, but do little to aid in a substan-
tive understanding of the texts.

Vogt’s use of virtue ethics is insightful and
1s, as noted above, concerned with the
patient’s relationship to his community.
Still, virtues of patience, compassion, and
hope could have been augmented with a dis-
cussion of the virtue of justice. While I
agree that the dying need to not only receive,
but also practice, compassion, I do not be-
lieve that compassion is a sufficient social
virtue for a good death. In a world of limited
medical resources, patients should be aware
that treatments they receive affect the treat-
ments that are available to others. Therefore,
the virtue of justice should not cease to in-
form patients’ actions once they begin to
die. Rather, in dying as in living, they should
continue to account for the common good
in their medical decisions.

On Christian Dying: Classic and Con-
temporary Texts has no single target audi-
ence, but may be useful for pastoral minis-
ters, scholars, and those willing to contem-
plate the inevitable reality of death. Schol-
ars will find limited use in the text, due to
the format and the lack of footnotes and bib-
liography. The text could be used, however,
as a primer for those teaching or research-
ing issues regarding death and dying. Schol-
ars will find much of interest in the well re-
searched Patience, Compassion, Hope and
the Christian Art of Dying Well. This syn-
thetic work brings together various Christian
traditions on death. Pastoral ministers who
care for the dying will find it useful in their
training and professional development.
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