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Praise for An Incremental life


“There’s so much to ponder, appreciate, and learn from Luci Shaw’s words. And so, once more, in this, her latest volume of poems, An Incremental Life. What especially strikes me in reading her this time around is how she manages to blend the music of poetry with what prayer can sound like, here in our dailiness—in the whisper of trees, the flight of birds, in preparing a meal and breaking bread for others, as well as in those recollections of youth and of those here now only in memory and the radiance of naming them, and then in meditating on our own mortality as the years go by. All of it made fuller by evoking the blessings—in light and in darkness—there for the taking, if we but took the time, like Luci Shaw, to see what is there before us.”


—Paul Mariani, author of Deaths and Transfigurations, The Mystery of It All, and All That Will be New


“Luci Shaw’s latest collection, An Incremental Life, sings of the bright intervals in a cherished soul whose life’s oeuvre hums with a perpetual, hopeful delight for our weary sojourners. In her ninth decade, Shaw’s flourishing world of flora and fauna continues to bear fruit and multiply in the garden of her richly allusive, metaphorical imagination. Here is a wellspring of musical wisdom and meaningful sustenance where the ‘Faithful One’ plays ‘the ear of / my mind like an instrument,’ blessing life’s very small yet vital increments of lived experience, tender and tenacious moments ethereal yet embodied as ‘single / breaths of an ambient air.’”


—Karen An-hwei Lee, author of The Beautiful Immunity and Duress


“For decades I have sat at Luci Shaw’s feet, listening to her lyrical wisdom, her playful music, her spiritual insight, and her deep connectedness to the natural world. In An Incremental Life, Luci Shaw shares her metapoetics choosing ‘words like matches, / striking them to see what happens next.’ As a nonagenarian, she acknowledges her shrinking life, yet invites us even into this experience. Still she wrestles with faith, and says to God, ‘Come, now. Fill / the gaps, mend the widening cracks in my aging /soul. I’m moving in your direction, but I move / more slowly, see more dimly, require more daily.’ As always, though, Luci Shaw is as wide-eyed as a child. ‘My heart,’ she writes, ‘is ambushed by simple beauty.’”


—D. S. Martin, Poet-in-Residence, McMaster Divinity College, and author of Angelicus
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As always, Karen Cooper has my deep gratitude for her help, over many months, in shaping these poems for publication.
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INTRODUCTION


Amaryllis!


During the days of abbreviated daylight in later November and early December, and in the weeks leading up to Christmas, I feel the deep need to push back against the realities of winter darkness and chill.


One of the deficits I feel most deeply at this time of year is the way our garden’s growth has slowed, finally shutting down and going dormant for the winter. The slowing and gloom of those darker days is a kind of deficit that affects me emotionally and spiritually, as well as physically. I can almost balance it out by reminding myself that, though my soul is deprived of lush garden growth and splendid displays of color, winter is a season for a different scale of value.


I’m grateful for the activity in this phase of living that moves ahead in slower, more relaxed, often more gratifying increments. An incremental life is one of small gains, or victories, of growth achieved gradually, of actions occurring one at a time, in a more measured sequence than what is experienced earlier, when energy and motivation are at their peak.


One practical solution for the lack of a joyfully blooming garden in winter is to bring the garden inside. In our house, with its warmth and comfort, I find great satisfaction in creating a kind of inside garden. The large, west-facing windows in our kitchen and dining room give us access to the wide and restless beauty of Bellingham Bay and the islands of Puget Sound. In the light those windows provide I can watch my potted plants grow, their leaves greening and blooms gleaming as they flourish and decorate our interior living.


An inside plant is a joy to tend and observe the slow and deliberate changes in its vegetable life span. Sometimes, in my own wintering body, I am profoundly aware of the need to sit back and slow down in the pace of my living.


So, in November, I order half a dozen amaryllis bulbs, each of them holding a bright promise: a chance for us to enjoy some of the many varied combinations of vivid growth and color.


The amaryllis bulbs come packed individually in their pots, covered with a fibrous mulch, mangy-looking and decidedly unattractive, with their peeling, scaly husks. But I have faith, trusting in the miraculous changes brought about by life and light. I believe that as I plant each of the bulbs in a pot of soil and water it, it will reward us, growing in the light and filling the room with brilliant amaryllis color. So I brush away the mulch and expose the top of each bulb, then place the pots in a row along our kitchen windowsill. I bring a couple of the potted bulbs into my office, where they sit on a window ledge above my desk, absorbing light and warmth. Then, I wait.


In winter, the time seems to pass slowly, in minor increments. But as I wait my days are full of good things—reading, writing, praying, waiting, hoping, nourishing the friendships that bring emotional and spiritual color into my life.


You cannot force growth for amaryllis bulbs, and with these babies a wait is imperative: a week, or three, until, in one of the pots, a small green tongue pokes up from the bulb’s ugly, scaly surface. It feels hopeful, like a baby being born.


As the days pass and more green, strap-like leaves rise from the bulbs in their pots, I watch for the next stage—a swelling, a fattening at the tip of a stem, where a bloom is ripening under a pointed green cap. This expectation demands a life of faith, the way praying opens up a view of the Creator God, who is constantly at work in enlarging our lives. Incremental—the word takes on fresh meaning in the context of the slow growth of plants.
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