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FOREWORD


CATHERINE DE VINCK CALLS US TO EVER GREATER awareness of who we are and where we dwell. She offers us glimpses of truth, not answers to our questions. She lights the path, sometimes with the brilliance of a single image. More often she surrounds us with the atmosphere of dusk—the twilight arising in our consciousness where mood and memory mingle.


I first met Catherine de Vinck in 1964 when I studied with her daughter, Anne Catherine, at Holy Child High School in Suffern, New York. Anne Catherine frequently invited me to her home for their family’s Sunday lunch.


The de Vincks lived in a large, rambling Victorian house in Allendale, New Jersey, overflowing with books. It was a joy for me to go there. To be liberated from boarding school for an afternoon was pure bliss. Being with a big family like my own, sharing a home-cooked meal, and savoring good conversation and laughter was memorable.


My recollection of Catherine from that time was of a vibrant, smiling woman with an engaging French accent. She was married to José, a professor, scholar, and translator. When they immigrated from Belgium in 1948 after the war, she didn’t know English or much about America—its society, customs, and values. Yet she sailed with José across the Atlantic to start a new life, as so many others had.


They raised six children with love, care, and grace, including their beloved Oliver, who was bedridden. With such a busy household and a husband immersed in translations of five volumes of Bonaventure’s writings, it is a wonder that Catherine could find a moment to write. But she did somehow, and managed to create hundreds of poems. They became the wellspring of our friendship.


I hold in my hands some of Catherine’s letters written over the years that always carried a new poem or two. I pick up her many books of poetry published by Alleluia Press, which her husband founded. The first one, A Time to Gather, was published in 1967 when she was 45. She continued to write poetry until she died at 99 on December 15, 2021.


I sit in wonder at what she has given to our world over these decades. Each poem carefully crafted, every thought creatively woven. How might one summarize her gifts? How shall we comment on her poetic talents and spiritual insights?


She holds her mind’s eye steady to illuminate the numinous beauty of the world and the palpable mystery that infuses it. She invites us into this great presence where everything—trees and forests, water and rivers, clouds and air, plants and stones—is alive and is speaking to us. Figures emerge as night moves in and darkness holds us in its silent embrace. Fox and deer, birds and rabbits pass through her vista from the nearby woods, capturing her imagination and expanding ours. They are part of the living world where she dwells.


Yet deep silence surrounds her imagination so that her poetic images arise from a state of reverie, from moments of grace, and from sustained vigilance. Each poem is a meditation painted with words springing from the depths of her soul. The alchemy she has created is medicine—a balm for the soul groping in the darkness, a buffer against heartbreaks that linger in the mind.


Catherine’s genius lies in the selflessness of these offerings. These are lyrics of love, an emotion she embraced with confidence and allowed to guide her. Just as she led her life giving to her family and friends, so she gave over to her muse. She welcomed the consolation of paper and pen in the middle of the night and in the hours of dawn and dusk. There she could open herself to the great unknown and listen. That listening has brought us hundreds of gems that continue to sparkle across time. Their light, their brilliance is needed now more than ever.


For she intuits that what is incarnate in land and sky, mountains and rivers reveals its presence in us, too. That numinous force, she affirms, will endure all the days of our life and beyond. With the daily flood of the world’s anguish comes an unnamed luminescence hidden deep within the changing nature of things. It is here that she animates hope.


This volume appears as a distillation of her decades-long immersion in poetry. Her spiritual journey is lucid here, drawing on her depths of contemplation. It is emboldened by mystery, shorn of convention, and free of traditional religious language. This signals an invitation for the reader to enter into metaphors linking the mundane and the marvelous, moving from the particular to the universal. Here is the way of prayer.


She acknowledges that her poetry is a place where words enwrap us. Yet she brings us beyond language to a sensibility where words are no longer needed, where “a presence, nameless and unnamable breathes forth its power” (“Geography Lesson,” p. 74). This is liberating, opening us to a space apart from tradition or scripture. Deftly, she draws us into fresh experiences and accessible intuitions, like a Zen koan resonating with life.


Her lyrical language ushers us gently into another realm of being, one where our consciousness is awakened beyond daily distractions. The fragmentation of existence is brushed aside for a moment and we catch a glimpse of that which is beyond the visible and yet apparent in the visible. The spontaneity of her imagination holds these poems together along with recurring themes that lure us in gradually—time and death, tragedy and loss, cosmos and nature, the unnamed and unknown.


In the end, her healing vision invokes a clear sense of living within deep time, subject to the unfolding dynamics of evolution that have birthed us. Here in “Waking in the Cosmos” she illustrates the identity we have with the cosmological powers and natural forces in which we dwell across time and space:


Within our blood


stars flash their signals,


rivers circuit their courses,


seas fluctuate rhythmically


while the dust of dead constellations


mingles with our bones.


Catherine celebrates our participation in the continuity of being—from the smallest atom to the largest star. This is what gives her work vitality in the face of loss and decay. She has steeped herself in the sensuous beauty of Earth and drawn in the vibrant powers of the cosmos so that we, too, can abide in reverence and embrace renewal.


—MARY EVELYN TUCKER


Yale University
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