
July 11, 2020 

Dancing to My Death 
 

On Thursday, I went to Chip's Auto Glass to arrange for the replacement of my cracked 

windshield. After they determined the cost (about $400) would be fully covered by my auto 

insurance, I was told I could bring the car into the shop on Friday morning at 8:00am, which was 

their only open spot on the schedule. I gave them a reluctant yes, cringing at having to do 

something so early. Much to my surprise they offered me an alternative: “You can have us fix it 

at your home with our mobile service.” That sounded great. But the hitch was they could not 

even give an estimated time when they would arrive. There were things I needed to do, so the 

possibility of being tethered to my place for the day was less appealing than getting out early in 

the morning. 
 

As I drove to the shop, which was about eight miles from my apartment, I felt as if I had made a 

mistake, that it would have been better to have them come to me. There was plenty I needed to 

do inside my apartment. I brought a book with me to read. It was written by a friend who died 

of cancer on January 29, 2019. 
 

My friend Anne Yee, the manager of the Holy Family Church bookstore in South Pasadena, sent 

me the last book by Daniel O'Leary as a belated birthday gift. It was waiting for me upon my 

return to Florida. She knew Daniel and I were pen pals for many years. Titled Dancing to My 

Death, the book was written in the last six months of Daniel's life as he battled cancer. 
 

Daniel was a priest. He was born in Ireland but he spent his priesthood living and ministering in 

England as a diocesan priest. He was the bestselling author of eleven previous books. He was a 

very popular retreat presenter. I first became aware of him in the late 1990’s when I spent 

anywhere from a month to four months a year living with the Irish Franciscan friars at Collegio 

Sant’ Isidoro in Rome, Italy. The friars subscribed to a really great Catholic weekly magazine The 

Tablet. Fr. Daniel was a columnist for the publication. I can vividly recall spending free time 

skimming back issues in search of his columns. I kept every e-mail he sent to me. Unfortunately, 

they are boxed up in a storage unit. I am not sure how our friendship began, but I assume I wrote 

to him about one of his columns. For many years, we communicated on a monthly basis. I shared 

with him my struggles with my film ministry. He was always supportive and encouraging. His 

beautifully composed emails sparkled with wit and wisdom. He wrote about me in one of his 

columns speaking in glowing terms about my first book on St. Francis. Knowing about my love 

of The Tablet, a gifted me with a subscription. 
 

As I sat in the waiting room of the repair shop, I became totally absorbed by his last book, which 

consists with a series of short reflections that are, in Daniel’s words, “unframed, often barely 

connected meditations and reveries.” He wrote: “Apart from some necessary editing in the 

interests of clarity and sequence, they remain essentially unaltered, with no attempt to justify or 

explain them; nor do they carry and ‘messages’ about a right way, or a wrong way to handle 

shocking happenings. Contradictions, mood swings and anomalies abound.” 

 



While wrestling with cancer, Daniel wrote: “Pillars of certainties, doctrines, teachings and 

religious habits have toppled. Foundations of my faith have been shaken. Raw experience takes 

no hostages to fortune. There is a silent assassination of shallow certainties.” 
 

The essays feature quotes and commentaries on many writers I admire: Rume, Carlo Corretto, 

Etty Hilesum, Thich Nhat Hahn, Rabindranath Tagore, Teilhard de Chardin, Diarmuid 

O’Murchu, and Tomas Merton.  
 

My ninety minutes in Chip's Auto Glass waiting room was a pure gift. Forget about my new 

book. Read Daniel's last book. It was published by Columba books in Dublin. I told Anne Yee 

that reading Dancing to My Death, I felt like putting down my pen and write no more. 
 

As I drove home, I thought how it would have been smarter to have had them install the window 

at my home, but it was better that I choose to bring the car to the shop. If they had fixed it at my 

place, I would have tended to all the things I “had” to do. Instead, I sat in Chip’s waiting room 

learning from and being inspired by my deceased friend.   
 

 
 

Later in the day, I picked up my Haiti laptop computer from the repair shop. The tech said he 

vacuumed out the Sahara Desert from the computer. The dirt roads in my neighborhood kicks 

up a lot of dust…which covers everything. They also had to replace the fan. 



 


