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Let your feet move to the rhythm of your pulse (Your joints like pearls and rubies he has hidden), And your hands float high on the tide of your feelings. Now, shout from the stomach, hoarse with music, Give gladness and joy back to the Lord, Who, sly as a milkweed, takes root in your heart.


—Robert Siegel, “Rinsed with Gold, Endless,
Walking the Fields”













INTRODUCTION




Let him easter in us, be a dayspring to the dimness of us, be a crimson-cresseted east.
—Gerard Manley Hopkins, “The Wreck of the Deutschland”





Since 1884 the Christian Century has included poetry in its pages of religious news, theological and cultural reflection, and reviews of current books, films, and music. It is not unique in doing so. From America to Anglican Theological Review to the Cresset to First Things to almost every other major Christian publication of some repute, poetry finds its way into the pages. When asked why he wanted poetry in First Things, then editor Father Richard John Neuhaus replied, “Because it’s classy.” I wouldn’t deny that it is classy. But I’d reach beyond appearance and impression and the ways in which a poem might adorn a page to point to William Carlos Williams, who said, “It is difficult to get the news from poems, yet men die miserably every day for lack of what is found there.” A poem may be about what happened, but in describing what did happen, it should also point us to what does happen, what shouldn’t happen, and what will happen. In the particular is the universal, so many writers have claimed, and that is what I as poetry editor seek: the individual experience or insight or description that strikes a nerve and will continue to strike nerves through the decades because it is true to the human in all of us.


When I first envisioned this project, I sought representative poems from the past one hundred years of the Christian Century. As I read through the brittle pages of past issues, I discovered that yes, indeed, the editors had looked for and published quality poetry—mainly reprints of poems by Christina Rossetti, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Carl Sandburg, Sara Teasdale, Sydney Lanier, and George MacDonald—even a W. H. Auden poem in 1966. What I discovered in less well-known contributors was fascinating for archaeological and historical reasons, not necessarily aesthetic or theological. These poems were snapshots of culture and cultural concerns—for example, “Coffee at Howard Johnson’s” (1970) or early feminist antiwar poems like S. J. Duncan-Clarke’s “Women and War” (1915), a modern version of Lysistrata.


O wombs refuse to bear,


O breasts refuse to nurse,


Until thy sons who toil shall dare


To end this age-long curse!


Then there was “A Ballad of Bethlehem Steel” (1915), written by “The Public” with a gripe to air.


A fort is taken, the papers say,


Five thousand dead in the murderous deal.


A victory? No, just another grim day.


But—up to five hundred goes Bethlehem Steel.


During the Cold War, the poem “A Fallout Shelter Is Our God” appeared. Then nineteen days after President Kennedy was shot, the magazine published four poems by Manfred A. Carter, a Methodist minister—an unusually fast turnaround for poems, which usually require weeks and months through many revisions, and these four could have used some revision. In 1967, at the height of the Vietnam War, appeared “While Proctoring a Selective Service College Qualification Exam” by Judson Scruton.


Today, students fear dying.


There is no drone of teachers to comfort their need.


No bread. No wine. Not even cigarettes.


“Your answers should be soft enough


To be smeared for electronic processing,


But stay firmly within the prescribed grid.”


I was thrilled to discover John Updike’s most-quoted poem in sermons, “Seven Stanzas at Easter,” which appeared first in the Christian Century in 1961. He had written it for a Lutheran congregation in Massachusetts, and a pastor there had suggested the Christian Century as a possible publication site for it. Somewhere in the typesetting, a comma was omitted, and Updike vowed never to publish in the Century again. Fifty years later, a painstakingly accurate copy editor still referred to this mistake with deep regret. When I pulled that volume of the magazine off the shelves in the Century library and found the poem, someone had inked in a tiny comma on the fateful line. I imagine it was that dear and tortured copy editor.


I also found some disturbing content. One poet, dedicating a poem to Vassar Miller, the poet who suffered from cerebral palsy, described her as a “spastic spinster.” A poem published in the 1920s during Jim Crow shows that sad influence, and another published in 1965 does some strong virtue signaling on the race issue, even while using, repetitively and supposedly ironically, a racist epithet. On the other hand, a long poem by Robert P. Desch, published in November 1968, feels achingly familiar. It could have been written this year. “Elegy at the Seventeenth Green” begins:


We wait at the first tee and swing hard at dandelions


Or book match covers, impatient for our turn.


I didn’t know that King was shot.


Yesterday at work nobody said a thing.


What a shame!


Think of what the extremists will do.


Come on. We’re up.


The poem continues as the golfers play hole after hole:


Martin Luther King lies dead as we hit on the second hole,


A slight dogleg to the right downhill.


Another slice—you’re coming across the ball.


It’s the first time out this year. Your game will come around in time.


There are people who say it takes time, only time, only time.


Only time doesn’t solve any problem. It’s neutral. It’s blank.


And the forces of hate have used time more effectively, time


More efficiently, time to a greater advantage than those


Of good will who have wrung helpful hands as whole lifetimes were robbed


From the warehouse of freedom for year after year after year.


Damn it, another bad iron shot. Stay out of the trap!


Toward the end of the poem these prescient lines:


Weep white suburbs; let God hear your groan


Or rather let the bondsman hear, for God


Knows well your Adam guilt defined again


In Galilee at Wittenberg at Birmingham.


Let wailing rise like riot smoke:


From ashes spitting still white sparks of hate,


From store fronts of hypocrisy,


From tenements of insecurity,


From rubble layered deep with never, no, and wait.


Then there are the poems that bend toward cruel expression of outrage. “Merry Christmas to the Ladies Society,” published in 1966, ends with these lines:


Large-busted loyal Lutherans


Hear this:


You paint the cheeks of a corpse


And your silly delight at rosiness


Is revolting.


It is you who killed him with your


Kitchen-warm clean hands.


Millie kissing the milkman


Under the mistletoe


Keeps Christmas better than you.


Emily Dickinson’s instruction to “tell all the truth but tell it slant” evidently didn’t make an impression on this particular poet.


As I perused these many decades of poems, I began to see the value in limiting this collection to the best and most prolific poets of the past twenty-five years. For one thing, the quality of verse submitted to the magazine has been steadily increasing over the past decades. Even so, at least two of our authors included in this collection, Warren Molton and J. Barrie Shepherd, have published poems in the Christian Century over many decades, and their work retains the freshness evident in their early poems.


What I look for, hungrily, in the poems I love has developed over a lifetime of poetry reading, teaching, and editing for various journals. My earliest experience in poetry editing occurred in 1973 at the Cresset, published by Valparaiso University. In those years Ken Korby was the editor, and he hired me as a “poetry consultant” to attack the huge pile of poetry submissions that had accumulated and remained unread. What he required of me was work that some might consider tedious, but I loved the challenge of it. I was to read each author’s work, create an index card with the names of the submitted poems, and rate each poem on a scale from 1 to 5, giving reasons for my rating. I learned more that year about what makes a good poem than I had picked up through all the years of my schooling. I have to admit that the standards I was finally able to articulate and uphold so many years ago have remained pretty consistent through the years. Korby promoted me to poetry editor, a position I held for fifteen years until moving with then Cresset editor Jim Nuechterlein to First Things. Then, in 1996, David Heim invited me to serve as poetry editor of the Christian Century, which is where I have happily remained ever since.


What do I look for in the poems I choose for publication? I am interested in poems which defy the narcissistic tendencies of so much contemporary poetry. I don’t seek a particular orthodoxy, but I do want the poems to connect with something larger than the self. I search for poetry that attempts to revitalize language, especially theological language. I look for poems that attempt to upset the usual modes of expression and offer up new angles of vision, especially in regard to biblical stories. For most of our poets—though not all by any means (Rabbi Yehiel Poupko is a frequent contributor)—Jesus is the Word made flesh, and the Incarnation is the paradigm as poets attempt to enflesh the abstract. So I seek poems that make the spirit tangible and put into words the unsayable. Of course, that is ultimately impossible, isn’t it? But poets have a way of taking on what utterly cannot be done. And those are the poems I want to appear in a journal of religious news and reflection.


A poem says, Pay attention! A poem brackets an experience and turns it upside down in order for us to see it right side up again. It surprises and upsets the usual. It uses rhythm and rhyme and all of the other sound effects the language provides—alliteration, assonance, consonance—in all of the traditional and nontraditional poetic forms—sonnets, ghazels, sestinas, rondeaus, villanelles, free verse—to bring into focus suffering or beauty or fear or God’s compelling presence. Or absence, as the case may be. Poetry tackles the big questions, sometimes pointing to tentative answers, sometimes offering more questions. Poetry, in short, is a kind of real presence—spirit and word and concrete images—a means of charity, clemency, and mercy even in the midst of anger and frustration and disillusion.


The poems I choose for publication often explore biblical themes, doctrinal issues, or theological conundrums. For poets of faith there are precious few outlets for these explorations, although journals like Spiritus, Image, Presence, Windhover, and others I have already mentioned do exceptional work in publishing poetry anchored in the Word. But many of the poems that appear in the Christian Century present human experience or encounters with the natural world that do not seem on the surface “religious” but reveal a deep humanity at the core. Jeanne Murray Walker’s “Little blessing for a suicidal child” (p. 164), for example, describes a highway encounter “when a girl in a silver car aims / for me.” The speaker feels “loathing” and “hatred” and then as she swerves, sees the flash of the child’s face, “her suffering / frown, how exposed she is.” The poem shows hate transformed to compassion as “a voice speaks through me: May / her parents see her face alive / again.” In a poem titled “The best poem ever,” Brian Doyle, in his inimitable style, quotes a child who asks, “What if … / We made a poem without using any words at all?” The child continues: “Poems in / Books are only a little bit of all the poems there are. / Those are only the poems someone found words for.” In “Sad little patriarch, rubbing his gloved hands together” (p. 28), Brett Foster writes about his struggle with chemo, which made the winter cold feel like “a tiny razor blade slicing the skin.” His remedy is a winter mask, “all black- / hooded with eye slits,” and he recognizes that


If I were to wear the black hood,


guise of a hangman (not the one hanged),


I fear that campus security would target me,


bucolic space locked down in emergency


protocol. That’s all I would be: self-terrorist,


strapped with the various wires of my sickness.


But in what may appear to be a poem about the ravages of disease, there is the epigraph from Psalm 88. This is not an unusual occurrence in the poems we print. Our authors have a way of grounding their words and their experiences, no matter how secular they may seem, in the realm of the spiritual.


Of course, some of those groundings are overt and pervasive. Anya Silver wrote “Psalm 137 for Noah” (p. 144) after being diagnosed with metastatic breast cancer during her pregnancy. The cancer finally took her life fourteen years later, her voice resonant and convicting in the poems she left behind. In this poem she writes to her son, Noah:


Come darling, sit by my side and weep.


I have no lyre, no melodious voice or chant.


I meditate on the Zion I could never grant you.


My son, my roe deer, my rock-rent stream.


My honeysuckle, my salt, my golden spear.


Forgive me your birth in this strange land.


In Jill Alexander Essbaum’s “A good Christian mustn’t fear the darkness of the grave” (p. 24), the reader is plunged into the ground with the corpse.


You are appalled, shrouded,


sutured shut. They did not put the pillow in between


your knees. And, your lipstick’s smeared. Once upon,


you wished for a thousand infinities. Finally arrived,


nothing can be more broken, nothing can be more


than dead. To the uncarved side of your stone,


a devil tree bends. But this, of course, is not the end.


Rabbi Yehiel Poupko’s poems are anchored firmly in the Torah and in Jewish experience, including the Holocaust. In “Beginning with the crucifixion” (p. 109) he writes of the crucifixion in a chilling new context.


and we


thought,


alright


he’s only


one Jew


let them


have their


just one Jew,


appetite satisfied


with just one Jew


and we’ll


be saved, and having had one


just one Jew


appetite grew


and grew


for one


more Jew….


The poetic approaches and styles of the work of these poets are immensely varied, from the masterful narratives of Sydney Lea to the finely wrought lyrics of Charles Hughes to the always edgy and surprising poems of Bill Stadick to the most imagistic and prolific work of Luci Shaw to the challenging and provocative words of Christian Wiman. Then there are the superb sonnets of Gracia Grindal, Malcolm Guite, and Angela Alaimo O’Donnell and the compelling explorations of the deep spirituality of the everyday that comprise Tania Runyan’s vision. In the past few years we have lost four of our poets—Kim Bridgford, Anya Silver, Brett Foster, and Brian Doyle—to cancer, but we will never lose their voices.


The poets chosen for this collection have published many poems in the journal over the past twenty-five years. I have had to omit many others who deserve to appear here but whose work has not appeared as often. To all of the poets who have published in the Christian Century, I send a huge thank-you for trusting us with your work and for making us look good, week after week. I owe a huge debt of gratitude to the three colleagues to whom I dedicate this collection: To David Heim, the executive editor of the Christian Century until 2020, who provided all of his staff with a model of the engaged and committed life and whose words have power because he is a quiet man who knows when to be bold. To John Buchanan, publisher of the Christian Century for so many years, and to Peter Marty, current editor and publisher, I am indebted for their wise leadership, their solid understanding of the Word, and their love of poetry. I am grateful to Janice Potter and to Rachel Pyle, editorial assistants par excellence, who helped with all of the sundry tasks that have come with this project; to Amy Frykholm and Elizabeth Palmer, who were enthusiastic encouragers from the beginning; and to Steve Thorngate, whom I have watched from his earliest student days to his current position as managing editor, where he always says yes to my increasing desire for more space for poems, which somehow gracious art director Dan Richardson always finds. Siobhan Drummond has provided invaluable service on the mechanics of this manuscript and with eagle-eyed copyediting, and she has become the friend every poet needs. Heidi Baumgaertner has supported this project with her usual brilliant and creative promotional advice.


At Paraclete my patient and wise editor, Robert Edmonson, kept me grounded and encouraged. Rachel McKendree is the publicist par excellence whose enthusiasm and energy fuels every project she promotes.


As always, Martin has been the spouse every poet should have—generous with encouragement, patient, and quite naturally judicious—and has proven through the years that, as John Donne wrote, “Love is a growing, or full constant light.”
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