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Praise for Glory in the Margins



“Leave it to the sensationally gifted Nikki Grimes to weld her devotions into one glorious body of text. It’s possible to feel these deeply rooted poems finding friends even as you read them. They will be spoken in resonant spaces to grateful congregations. They will find new homes in the middle of lonely nights. Generous renderings of familiar biblical stories and precious principles in her own inimitable voice. I bow down to ‘An Uncluttered Gospel’ and ‘Navigating No’ among so many gems and sing praises to Nikki for lifting us up.”


—Naomi Shihab Nye, Young People’s Poet Laureate, Poetry Foundation


“‘What is there / to recommend this world?’ Nikki Grimes asks, a universal question any human being who has ever suffered has posed. ‘One honest piercing look around /and there are tears enough /to wash away the world,’ the poet acknowledges. The constant drum of sorrow, ‘Drought famine / murder and mayhem / night terrors breaching / the brightness of day’ all have the power to drive us to desolation. And yet, in the midst of her despair, the poet stops to listen and hears the answer to her prayer: ‘God whispers in our ear / Look, to me! Look here!’ Again and again in these poems, each of which serves as a powerful short homily and biblical exegesis, as well as poetic utterance, Grimes finds the grace she—and we—need to move forward and to do what Flannery O’Connor urges all people of God to do, to love the world even as we struggle to endure it. By turns celebratory and sorrowful, these hundred poems honor the movements of the restless human heart and offer a place of repose, bringing us finally to the joyful Good News that we need to be constantly reminded of: ‘The secret’s out: / the kingdom of God is here,’ and we are in its midst.”


—Angela Alaimo O’Donnell, author of Andalusian Hours: Poems from the Porch of Flannery O’Connor and Love in the Time of Coronavirus: A Pandemic Pilgrimage


“These poems of Nikki Grimes are like sermons in the standard sense, but also in the original Roman sense of ‘conversations’—clear, colloquial talk that is reverent about God and often gently irreverent about our failures to live lives of faith. The language of Glory in the Margins: Sunday Poems is clear and fresh, and the book’s messages based on the Bible will be insightful and consoling for readers of all ages and backgrounds.”


—A. M. Juster, poet, author of Wonder and Wrath


“Nikki Grimes is my big sister in the faith, and the poet laureate of Madison Street Church. Sunday in and Sunday out, with a raucous love for Jesus and a quiet intimacy with the English language, she humbly accepts the invitation, and takes the holy scalpel of God’s Word to our small church community. She combines the truth and grace of scripture with a surgical use of Spirit-led words that cut away our pretensions, cauterize our fears, and call our souls to hope. Her poems, shared at the start of every sermon, constantly conspire to make me a better preacher, a better pastor, and a better person.”


—Rev. Jeff Wright, pastor, Madison Street Church, Riverside, California


“Nikki Grimes has written many, many books of poetry during her esteemed career. But in this one, you hold more than just a book: you hold a sanctuary.”


—Sarah Arthur, author, speaker, and editor of the Literary Guides to Prayer
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PREFACE



When was the last time you heard the words poem and pulpit in the same sentence? Likely as not, your answer would be never. Yet, if you’ve spent any time steeped in Scripture, you know that the Bible is rich in poetry, that poetry is one of its staples. You would never know that, though, judging from how rarely poetry makes its way into weekly worship services—unless you attend a small Brethren in Christ church in Riverside, California. The fellowship in question is Madison Street Church, and I am its Poet Laureate. For several years at Madison, I have had the opportunity to marry my poetry and my faith in worship. The poems in this collection were culled from those years, but Madison is not where my journey in creating poetry for worship began.


In 1978, I moved to Stockholm, Sweden, where I lived for six years. There, I became part of the international fellowship of Immanuel, a Swedish Covenant Church. Immanuel was easily the most diverse body I have ever belonged to, bringing together believers from as many as twenty different countries on any given Sunday. Even more unusual, however, was the way in which the leadership of our church embraced all forms of art in the worship services. Where most religious institutions employ music and decorative visual art, Immanuel threw open the doors to dance, drama, contemporary visual art, and poetry as well. If you had an artistic gift, room was made for it, and so it was Immanuel that first allowed me to bring poetry into Sunday worship.


My very first exploration of Scripture through poetry was the story of the Christ child told from the perspective of Mary. In a suite of poems that carried through the Advent season, I climbed into the skin of the young girl found in Luke’s Gospel and felt the heart-stopping terror, awe, and finally, overwhelming peace of the Gabriel encounter. I contemplated the likely rejection of Joseph, her betrothed, imagined the stinging whispers of gossips who would, no doubt, question the timing of this pregnancy, and more. In so doing, I felt, in a visceral way, how monumental a thing it was for Mary to say yes to God in that moment, and to keep saying yes to him throughout the hard months and years that would follow. And as I brought my revelations to the congregation through poetry, their eyes were opened too. Listeners found themselves able to enter this sacred Scripture, this oh-so-familiar story, in a fresh, new way. And they liked it. As for me? I was hungry to do more.


As a person of faith with a reverence for the Holy Word of God, I also understand that God welcomes, and even invites, the honest questions of his children, and so I come to the Word with an open heart, bringing my questions with me. As I climb into the skins of the men and women I encounter in Scripture, I try to look at the world through their eyes, asking the hard questions of God that they must have asked, seeking the same solace, wisdom, inspiration, and guidance they must have sought. Of course, I am bringing my twenty-first-century experiences and sensibilities along for the ride, and so I also look for connections between ancient Scripture and the daily realities of my own lived experiences. That means, I’m sometimes referencing daily headlines and happenstances, alongside the words and experiences of Abram and Sarai, Saul and David, Mary and Martha, Paul and Luke. And as I do so, I ask God to guide me, to shine light on those nuggets of truth he would have me share with his people. The Sabbath is his, after all. The pulpit is the place for his Shekinah glory, not mine. Bathing this work in prayer keeps me clear on that point.


Now, after years of doing this work, I’ve selected 100 of these poems to share with you. I’ve arranged them in a thirteen-month cycle, moving from January to January. Ninety-eight of the 100 were prompted by specific Scriptures, which are referenced at each poem’s end. I love the way January is both an ending and a beginning, and so I chose to use poems from that month to bookend this collection.


Here you will find poems appropriate for high days on the Church Calendar such as Lent, Easter, Pentecost, Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany, as well as American holidays like Independence Day, Labor Day, and Thanksgiving. You’ll even find an Earth Day poem within these pages, because no one has a greater responsibility to care for the earth than the people of God. No matter the topic, though, the focal point is always the Word of the Lord.
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