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This is HourLife's reading of Death Is But a Dream: Finding Hope and Meaning at Life's End, in our own 

words. It is not a substitute for the book.
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DEATH IS BUT A DREAM: FINDING HOPE AND MEANING AT LIFE'S END The book in a minute

B E F O R E  Y O U  S TA R T 01

The book in a minute
Christopher Kerr is a hospice physician and the chief medical officer at Hospice & Palliative Care Buffalo 

in New York. With Carine Mardorossian, he writes about the dreams and visions that many dying patients 

describe in their last weeks and days. Kerr and his research team asked patients about these experiences 

directly, and found them common, often vivid and usually comforting: parents, partners and children who 

have died, journeys and packing to leave, and old hurts that seem to settle. He argues that medicine has too 

often dismissed them as confusion or delirium, and that listening to them helps patients and families find 

meaning at the end. The book is built from the stories of patients and their families, adults and children, 

set beside the research his team has published.

Below are the 9 ideas HourLife readers vote up most, each in our words with a note on what it asks of you, 

and then the steps that put them to work.
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DEATH IS BUT A DREAM: FINDING HOPE AND MEANING AT LIFE'S END The takeaways

W H AT  R E A D E R S  K E E P

The takeaways

1 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Many dying people have vivid dreams and visions, and for most of them 
the experience is a comfort, not a fear.

Kerr's team did something simple that medicine rarely does: they asked hospice patients what they were 

dreaming and wrote it down. Most described dreams or visions, and many said these felt more real than ordi­

nary dreams. The book's starting point is that something so common, and so often calming, deserves atten­

tion.

2 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

A peaceful dream of someone who has died is not the same thing as 
delirium.

Delirium tends to bring confusion, agitation and distress. The experiences Kerr describes are often clear, can 

be told in order, and leave the person calmer. He argues that filing them all under confusion means doctors 

miss something that matters to patients, while anything frightening still belongs with the care team.

3 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Near the end, people often dream of the ones who loved them first.

Mothers, fathers, partners and children who died years before are among the most common figures in the 

book's stories. Patients often describe them as present and reassuring, as if waiting or keeping them com­

pany. For many families, hearing this changed how the last days felt.

4 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Talk of packing, travelling and getting ready to leave can be a way of 
preparing.

Kerr describes patients who dream of journeys, of bags to pack, of a train or a car or a trip they need to be 

ready for. A family member's instinct may be to correct this or change the subject. The book suggests listen­

ing instead, and asking what the journey is like.

5 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Old hurts can come back at the end to be settled, not only to haunt.

Not every dream is gentle. Some patients relive losses, guilt or painful memories. In the book's stories these 

dreams often move, over days, toward something like peace or forgiveness, which is part of why Kerr treats 

them as meaningful rather than as symptoms alone.
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DEATH IS BUT A DREAM: FINDING HOPE AND MEANING AT LIFE'S END The takeaways

6 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

A dying person is still doing the work of their life.

Kerr pushes back on the idea that the end is only decline. In the dreams he records, people review their lives, 

reconnect with those they lost and make their peace. Seen that way, the last weeks are a time of meaning as 

well as loss.

7 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Asking about dreams costs nothing, and many patients are waiting to 
be asked.

Patients often keep these experiences to themselves for fear of being thought confused. A calm, open ques­

tion gives them permission to talk. Kerr argues that this kind of listening is part of good care, not a distrac­

tion from it.

8 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Children dream at the end of life too, and often speak about it plainly.

The book includes the experiences of dying children, which are among its hardest stories to read. They tend 

to describe what they see simply and without fuss. Their parents' accounts show how much those moments 

meant afterwards.

9 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

What comforts the dying can also comfort the people left behind.

Families who saw a loved one calmed by a dream often carried that memory into their grief. Kerr's point is 

that these experiences matter to the bereaved as well as the patient. Listening at the bedside can shape how a 

death is remembered.
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DEATH IS BUT A DREAM: FINDING HOPE AND MEANING AT LIFE'S END Your action book

P U T  I T  T O  W O R K

Your action book
Do the setup steps once, then keep the habits going. The setup changes your week; the habits keep it 

changed after the first good one.

The download puts this whole reading and a printable action book in one PDF: the setup checklist, then a 

page of real calendar days for each habit, starting on the day you choose.

S E T  U P  O N C E

Ask the care team about dreams

Put one notebook by the bed

List the names they might mention

Agree on listening, not correcting

Draft what you want to say

K E E P  U P  D A I LY

Ask one open question each visit

Write it down the same day

Say one thing before you go

30 days · Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026

Part two, after the reading, prints each of these as a page to fill in by hand.
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DEATH IS BUT A DREAM: FINDING HOPE AND MEANING AT LIFE'S END Before you go

T H E  L A S T  W O R D

Before you go
Pick one step from the action book and do it today. An idea from a book starts to count once it changes 

what one ordinary day looks like.
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P A R T  T W O

The action book

Change the setup once, then keep it up. 5 setup actions to do once, and 3 

habits to mark each day for 30 days.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026

Print it, or write on it in any PDF app.



DEATH IS BUT A DREAM: FINDING HOPE AND MEANING AT LIFE'S END The setup checklist

S E T  U P  O N C E

The setup checklist
Each of these is done once. Do one a day, and check it off when it is done.

S E T U P  1

Ask the care team about dreams
At the next visit, ask the nurse or hospice team whether the person has mentioned dreams or visions, and 

what they would want to hear about.

Ask, too, which signs of confusion or distress they want reported straight away.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N

S E T U P  2

Put one notebook by the bed
Leave a single notebook where everyone who sits with the person can find it.

Each visitor notes the date, what was said or dreamed, and how the person seemed. Bring it to conversations with the 

care team.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N

S E T U P  3

List the names they might mention
Write down the parents, partners, children, friends and pets who have died, with a line on each.

Visitors who don't know the family history will then recognise who is being talked about.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N

S E T U P  4

Agree on listening, not correcting
Before the next family visit, agree together that nobody argues with what the person says they saw.

The plan is to listen, ask how it felt, and pass anything frightening to the care team.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N

S E T U P  5

Draft what you want to say
Spend ten minutes writing a line or two for each: thank you, I'm sorry, I forgive you, I love you, goodbye.

Skip any that don't fit. Having the words ready makes them easier to say.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N
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DEATH IS BUT A DREAM: FINDING HOPE AND MEANING AT LIFE'S END A sk one open question each visit

D A I LY  H A B I T  1  O F  3

Ask one open question each visit
Try: have you been dreaming lately?

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026 · 30 days · circle each day you do it

S M A L L E S T  V E R S I O N C U E W H E R E

November 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10 11 12 13 14 15

16 17 18 19 20 21 22

23 24 25 26 27 28 29

30

December 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8 9 10 11 12 13

14 15 16 17 18 19 20

21 22 23 24 25 26 27

28 29 30 31

E A C H  F R I D A Y

W H AT  H E L P E D W H AT  G O T  I N  T H E  W A Y O N E  C H A N G E  T O  T H E  S E T U P
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DEATH IS BUT A DREAM: FINDING HOPE AND MEANING AT LIFE'S END Write it  down the same day

D A I LY  H A B I T  2  O F  3

Write it down the same day
Before you leave, note in a few words what the person said or saw and how they seemed.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026 · 30 days · circle each day you do it

S M A L L E S T  V E R S I O N C U E W H E R E

November 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10 11 12 13 14 15

16 17 18 19 20 21 22

23 24 25 26 27 28 29

30

December 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8 9 10 11 12 13

14 15 16 17 18 19 20

21 22 23 24 25 26 27

28 29 30 31

E A C H  F R I D A Y

W H AT  H E L P E D W H AT  G O T  I N  T H E  W A Y O N E  C H A N G E  T O  T H E  S E T U P
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DEATH IS BUT A DREAM: FINDING HOPE AND MEANING AT LIFE'S END Say one thing before you go

D A I LY  H A B I T  3  O F  3

Say one thing before you go
At the end of each visit, say one thing you mean: thank you, I love you, or something only the two of you would 

understand.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026 · 30 days · circle each day you do it

S M A L L E S T  V E R S I O N C U E W H E R E

November 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10 11 12 13 14 15

16 17 18 19 20 21 22

23 24 25 26 27 28 29

30

December 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8 9 10 11 12 13

14 15 16 17 18 19 20

21 22 23 24 25 26 27

28 29 30 31

E A C H  F R I D A Y

W H AT  H E L P E D W H AT  G O T  I N  T H E  W A Y O N E  C H A N G E  T O  T H E  S E T U P
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At the end of a life, one of the kindest 

questions is the simplest: what did 

you see last night?
H O U R L I F E  N O T E  A F T E R  C H R I S T O P H E R  K E R R

Read it online, and vote on the takeaways: 

hourlife.com/books/death-is-but-a-dream
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