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This book of poems by Bonnie Bowman Thurston stands in an ancient poetic tradition, one that antedates the Protestant Reformation by a thousand years. St. Benedict (AD 480–543 AD), “like a new Moses,” his monks said, struck water from the rock of earlier monastic culture; it sprang forth, became a river with many branches, and brought refreshment, healing, and fruitfulness wherever it flowed. Its life-giving water is still flowing strongly today.


John Henry Cardinal Newman spoke of this tradition as the poetical element in the Church and said, “Herein then … lies the poetry of St Benedict: in the absence of anxiety and fretfulness, of schemes and scheming, of hopes and fears, of doubts and disappointments.”


Silence and inner stillness are the positive signs of this “absence of anxiety,” and of the whole list of inner turbulences that follows. But, why? Because stillness is the precondition for listening, and listening in turn is both the essence of Benedictine spirituality and the source of spiritual poetry.


The first word of St. Benedict’s Rule for Monks is: “Listen!” All the rest is anticipated and contained in this initial imperative. To listen, every moment, to whatever we encounter, to consider it a word of God, and to respond to that word, that is Benedictine obedience. It is indeed a poetic attitude, since God’s Word is not understood as command, instruction, or information, but as a song of praise sung by the Cosmic Christ at the core of every living thing.


Monks who see their vocation in life as joining this chorus of praise, find in it what Meister Eckhart calls “Gelassenheit” (defined by Heidegger as “the willingness or ability to let things be as they are,” in their uncertainty and mystery). The broad, expansive intellectual and emotional freedom that springs from this attitude has poetic potential. It allows us, as John Keats once put it, to be “in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.” This characterizes Benedictine life at its best. The poems in this book witness to it.


We can also recognize this inner freedom in Bonnie’s understanding of her own poetic calling when she admits (in her poem “The Anchorite – Explains Poetry”):


I do it because
there’s nothing else
I can do.


The ability to squarely face given reality with all its limitations is an essential aspect of genuine inner freedom. It culminates in an awareness of the void inside us. Thomas Merton (another contemporary poet in the Benedictine tradition) calls unflinching confrontation with this emptiness a sacred attitude: “The sacred attitude is one which does not recoil from our own inner emptiness, but rather penetrates it with awe and reverence, and with the awareness of mystery. This is a most important discovery in the interior life.” A few lines from “Through and Beyond” demonstrate how Bonnie has made this discovery:


One must be faithful
to her own, particular
darkness and doubt,
walk the way of unknowing,
live through and beyond
habituated fears.


Only by approaching darkness and doubt “with awe and reverence,” as Merton put it, will we discover the light that shines “in the darkness”—shines not merely into, but in the darkness for all those who “will say to the darkness, ‘Be my light.’” (Psalm 139:11)


Eyes attuned to this light will see it shine through all created reality, the dark no less than the brilliant. Awe and reverence will characterize the way such eyes look at the world. They will be humble eyes, poetic eyes. Again, according to Cardinal Newman, humility is the prime condition for poetic vision: “The poetical demands, as its primary condition, that we should not put ourselves above the objects in which it resides, but at their feet. We understand them to be vast, immeasurable, impenetrable, inscrutable, mysterious.”


When St. Benedict exalts the virtue of humility, he has this down-to-earth attitude in mind. He is aware of the close relationship between the words humble, humus, human—and, not to forget, humor that makes us human. In humbly grounding ourselves by kneeling down, we touch the spot where earth becomes transparent to the transcendent. Mary Oliver does so in her well-known poem “The Summer Day.” While she claims not to know what exactly a prayer is, she does know “how to fall down into the grass, how to kneel in the grass.” That’s enough and more than enough. Another poet, Rainer Marie Rilke, rejoices that “in a hundred places the world is still enchanted, still retains its pristine freshness, its interplay of pure energy that no one can touch who does not kneel and revere it.”


We sense reverence of this kind as we read Bonnie Thurston’s poems. The same reverence that made Elizabeth Barrett Browning see “every common bush afire with God” is sensed when Bonnie exclaims:


This whole
remarkable world
is on fire.


Monastic poetry celebrates this fire as the Lumen Christi, the light of Christ that shines in our darkness, the way the Paschal candle illuminates the Easter night. The mystic poet Angelus Silesius said of the brilliance of this fire:
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