On Matters of Life and Death
At the heart of man’s search for meaning lies a call to supernatural, sacrificial love
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Editor’s Note: Archbishop Charles Chaput, 76, is a member of the Prairie Band Potawatomi
Nation and the first Native American archbishop — having served as archbishop of Denver
from 1997 to 2011 and as archbishop of Philadelphia from 2011 until his retirement in 2020.
The following essay is excerpted and adapted from the first chapter of his new book, Things
Worth Dying For: Thoughts on a Life Worth Living (Henry Holt and Co., March 2021), and is
reprinted with permission.

By a person’s mid-70s, the road of life in the rearview mirror is a lot longer than the road
ahead. A theme like “things worth dying for” takes on some special urgency. As a sardonic
friend likes to say, dying is a one-way off ramp.

Or that’s one way of looking at it. My own feelings are rather different.

My dad was a mortician in a small Kansas town. As a family, we knew and were known by
nearly every other family in the community. Many were warm friends. Home was a good
place with a lot of happiness. We lived upstairs from the funeral parlor, and for me, that
never seemed strange. As | grew older, | would, on occasion, help my father receive the
deceased. In our home, death, and all of the complex emotions that surround it, were a
natural part of living. There was nothing dark about it. Death in the community mirrored the
cycle of seasons and farming all around us. | learned early, by seeing very intimately, the
beauty and sacredness of life, and also its fragility. | learned that mourning is a good thing.
It acknowledges that someone unique and unrepeatable has left the world; a life filled with



its own universe of joys, sufferings, and loves has passed; a life once linked vividly to so
many others, but now sustained only in memory.

| also learned, from my parents and many others, that death isn’t an end. It’s a beginning.
God and his mercy are real.

Time has a purpose. The meaning of a sentence becomes clear when we put a period at the
end of it. The same applies to life. When we talk about things worth dying for, we’re really
talking about the things worth living for; the things that give life beauty and meaning.
Thinking a little about our mortality puts the world in perspective. It helps us see what
matters, and also the foolishness of things that finally don’t matter. Your hearse, as my
father might say, won’t have a luggage rack.

There are two great temptations that I’ve seen people struggle with over my lifetime. The
firstis to try to create life’s meaning for themselves, which translates in the end to no
meaning at all. The second is to live and die for the wrong meaning, the wrong cause, the
wrong purpose. The world is full of disguised and treasonous little gods that demand our
full attention and in the end betray our deepest longings. But there is only one god, the God
of Israel. And only in him, as Augustine said 1,600 years ago, can our hearts finally rest.

Socrates was one of history’s greatest minds. He’s often seen as the founder of the
Western ethical tradition. He said that his philosophizing was best understood as a
preparation for dying. It sounds like an odd claim, but it makes perfect sense. He had a
passion for truth-telling; for the wisdom that comes from it; and for the life of integrity that
results. The very word “philosophy” captures his love for truth. It ties philia, the Greek word
for friendship-love, to sophia, which means wisdom. Socrates didn’t “study” wisdom. He
pursued it as the framework of his life. He loved it as a friend.

Love is demanding. It draws us outside ourselves. The more we love, the greater our
willingness to sacrifice. When we know, honestly, what we’re willing to sacrifice for, even to
die for, we can see the true nature of our loves. And that tells us who we really are.

We’re surrounded by examples. Families, at their best, are an exercise in self-denial for
those we love. An extreme and heroic case of familial love is the Jewish mothers and
fathers during the Holocaust who gave their children away to Christian families to save
them. Friendship is generally a milder form of love than family, and the notion of dying for a
friend might seem remote. But as Jesus himself said, “Greater love has no man than this,
that a man lay down his life for his friends” (Jn 15:13). History is full of stories of soldiers
who put themselves in harm’s way to save their comrades.

Yet another example is the love of honor. “Honor” is a word that can seem theatrical or
outdated to the modern ear. But that’s simply a defect of our times. Honor is profoundly



important. We expect it from others, and we want it for ourselves. It’s linked to the idea of
dignity or integrity. We all have a hunger — even when we fail at it — to live as honorable
people; people of principle willing to speak for what we know to be right and true.

The novels of Alexander Solzhenitsyn are filled with people who strive to live honorably in
the toxic world of Soviet communism. A gulag survivor himself, Solzhenitsyn writes with
reverence for persons who honor their consciences even at the risk of death. The settings
for his novels are bleak, and today, the great murder regimes of the last century are history.
Their perils can seem remote. But wickedness, like a virus, has a genius for mutating into
new forms, and Solzhenitsyn’s themes are still instructive. Evil is real, even when it’s
masked by soothing words and excellent marketing. Thus it’s always vital to honor our
convictions. And doing so usually has a cost.

Authentic love turns us away from ourselves and toward the Other. It’s ordered to
truth; the truth about human beings, human nature and creation.’

We live in a time of vindictive political correctness on matters ranging from sex to the
meaning of our national history. Our politics often seems gripped with amnesia about the
price in human suffering extracted by the bitter social experiments and poisonous Big Ideas
of the last century — always in the name of progress and equality.



