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WILD COMFORT ─The Solace of Nature

Praying on Snowshoes
   Kathleen Dean Moore is a Corvallis treasure known by many there and far beyond.  She is the Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at Oregon State University but more respected as a sensitive human being who writes poetically about things we all understand. This is about grieving. And about prayer.
   This book, “Wild Comfort ─ The Solace of Nature,”  was born in the brooding of some very personal losses. 

   I write about this book for a couple of reasons. One is the universal need for a way to deal with the reality of death in life. As a clergy person I have been invited into grief situations under the misguided idea that I had a key to making it OK. There are rituals for dealing with death situations. Clergy have books of sayings, scriptures and prayers. The traditions of religion tend to direct one toward churches and ceremonies. But Kathleen finds herself directed to nature. I follow her there and confess that my first response to grief is not to the alter, but to the outdoors. I have heard her tell of her absence of belief in God as most know it, or of any God at all.
   Another reason is what she has to say about prayer. Listen as she snowshoes after news of the death of soul mates:

To snowshoe along the trail between rows of these trees feels like walking up the aisle of a


great cathedral. I felt like I should be waving a censor of incense…I should be barefoot in a course


brown robe…I should be chanting…I am trying to think about prayer.


“Pray for us” our friend had said…and I said I would, and I wanted to. But the fact is, I don’t know


how. I don’t know how to pray. (p. 63)
   That touches more people than she knows. There are books full of prayer words, and many will confess uttering thoughts outward as attempts at praying without knowing who or what is hearing. Of course, the futility of not knowing whether there is anyone listening is a problem for some.
   She talks about writing blessings on pieces of paper and throwing them on the fire…


I don’t know if these are a kind of prayer. But how could they be, these ashes?

   She quotes the French philosopher, Alain who said


Prayer is when the night falls over thought…
   Is that what is happening to her as she snowshoes with her grief on a winter night?

Maybe the forest is a prayer tonight, bent underneath the weight of all that winter, the whole


world on its knees. Or maybe the prayer is the hush. Could I pray this way, letting the night


settle on to my thoughts like snow on my shoulders? Hush…one snow shoe, then another.


There is no other sound. (p. 64)

   There is a chapter called Never Alone or Weary dedicated To My Sister. These are words by Kathleen could be used as a closing prayer in any funeral or memorial service. 

May the light that reflects on water be this wild prayer. May water lift us with its unexpected


strength. May we find comfort in ‘the repeated refrains of nature,’ the softly sheeting snow, the


changing seasons, the return of black birds in the marsh. May we find strength in light that


pours in under snow and laughter that breaks through tears. May we go out in light-filled snow,


among meadows in bloom, with gratitude for life that is deep and alive. May earth’s fire burn

in our hearts, and may we know ourselves part of this flame ─ one thing, never alone, never


weary of life. So may it be. (p. 70)

   Kathleen Dean Moore is inspired by the same world that inspired the best of the creation stories and psalm writers and prophets whose scripture was the stars in the heavens and the still waters where they found restoration for the soul and help through the valley of dark shadows. 
   We were with a long time friend the morning after her husband was killed in a tragic accident.  As we were talking, Kathleen came to the door and wrapped arms around her friend in a long heart-felt embrace of a grief too deep for words. She then proceeded to the kitchen to do chores that needed doing. If that’s not prayer, what is?









Art Morgan, For Earth Day 2010
