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To Live Before We Die 
 

ome people say that aging is not for sissies. If you are in the process, especially if you are 
over 60, you realize the truth of the statement. Our bodies, which were once strong, once 

full of energy, once wrinkle and acne free, begin to morph into that of a stranger’s. (Who is 
that in the mirror if it isn’t my mother?) So, since this is an inevitable part of life, how do we 
live into and embrace it? In her book, “The Gift of Years”, Joan Chittister says, “… one can 
either be a sour-puss OR be present to what is.” I for one have found dealing with reality 
very challenging and at times, have avoided it until I could not. Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche 
writes, “Most people want to live long but don’t want to age. I see a problem here.” Yup! I 
have been there, and done that! 
 
Six years ago, today, February 15th, my mother had a stroke. My sister called to say her 
doctor suggested we not send her to the hospital to be hooked up to all those machines. 
We had her DNR orders and agreed. The reality of what was happening did not 
immediately penetrate my deeply entrenched denial system. Finally, I woke up and by that 
evening I was in Florida. I was holding our Mom’s hand as she quietly passed away just 
before her 99th birthday. She modeled how to live life fully. However, neither she nor her 
three daughters have addressed the getting old or dying part very well. Yes, there is a 
problem here! 
 
We have recently been accepted into a two-year Forest Dweller Program offered through 
the Oblate School of Theology. It is designed for the more “mature” student and offers an 
expanded way of living out our remaining years. At this stage of the game, there are fewer 
years left. And who wants to regret getting to the end of life knowing way too much time 
was spent bogged down by what seemed urgent, but in the long run realizing it was not all 
that important? 
 
Being a Forest Dweller does not mean withdrawing from life to sit and contemplate, or to 
only reminisce about the things we “used” to do when we were young. It is about not only 
acknowledging the wisdom of the “forest” years, but also what is an invitation and at times 
an obligation to share our wisdom learned from the school of hard knocks. We are asked to 
live in a way that models how it is to live with intention as we encounter the liminal spaces. 
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We are asked to risk a change in our perspective, knowing there will always be opportunities 
to shift from simply reacting to making a choice for what we fell is the next right thing to do in 
any situation. 
 
It took a year and a half to put the Forest Dweller Program together. The work is evident. 
The staff has provided a safe space for us to experience the affirmation of being who we 
are, just as we are. In recent years I have heard people say they feel invisible, no one 
notices them nor cares about what they have to offer. This can be challenging in a world 
that so values youth and devalues the contributions of older generations. It seems the 
question of “what am I worth?” creeps into our psyches at this age. If not that question, 
then, after the children are grown, we have more unscheduled time and we leave the work 
world, “now what?” It may be important to address those questions, especially if we then 
realize we are enough, making our choices, living as we live. What if ‘Being’ is enough? 
 

ENOUGH by David Whyte 
Enough. 

These few words are enough, 
If not these words, this breath 

If not this breath, this sitting here 
This opening to the life 

We have refused 
Again and again 

Until now 
Until now 

 
When we gathered at our mother’s graveside, we read Mary Oliver’s poem, “When Death 
Comes”. Not only does this capture the pathos of the Forest Dweller Program, it captured 
our mother’s response of, “Yes!” to her life. I am sure she never heard of this poem, 
however, we witnessed her living into Oliver’s words: 
 
 “I want to step through the door full of curiosity”, and “…when it is over, I want to say all my life, 
I was a bride married to amazement. I was a bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. I don’t 
want to find myself sighing and frightened, or full of argument. I don’t want to end up simply 
having visited this world”. 
 
We live the varying circumstances of our lives uniquely and with particularity. And we all 
arrive at the same place. As I walk with the rest of you some of us have spent years 
learning and endeavoring to do the WORK we have been given to do in this space of Being. 
Meister Eckhart says it so well: 
 

It is your destiny to see as God sees, 
To know as God knows, 

To feel as God feels 
“How is this possible?” you ask, “How?” 

Divine Love cannot defy its very Self, 
But must remain true to its eternal Being, 

And it’s “Being” is in giving all it can 
At the right moment, 



And the great gift God can give is God’s own experience. 
Every object, every creature, every man, woman and child, 

Has a soul, and it is the destiny of all souls, 
To see as God sees, to know as God knows, 

To feel as God feels, to be as God is. 
 

I hope someone will read Mary Oliver’s poem when they say their goodbye to me. 
 

~~  Karen Poidevin, Abbot 


