

		

			[image: The cover to How to Love the World edited by James Crews]

		


	







[image: Storey's Fresh Picks monthly ebook specials. Our little ebook farmstand. Learn something creative every month.]














[image: How to Love the World, poems of gratitude and hope, edited by James Crews]








	

The mission of Storey Publishing is to serve our customers by publishing practical information that encourages personal independence in harmony with the environment.




Edited by Liz Bevilacqua


Art direction and book design by Alethea Morrison


Illustrations by © Dinara Mirtalipova


Text © 2021 by James Crews except as shown on 187–195




Ebook production by Slavica A. Walzl


Ebook version 1.0


March 23, 2021




All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages or reproduce illustrations in a review with appropriate credits; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or other — without written permission from the publisher.


The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee on the part of the author or Storey Publishing. The author and publisher disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information.


Storey books are available at special discounts when purchased in bulk for premiums and sales promotions as well as for fund-raising or educational use. Special editions or book excerpts can also be created to specification. For details, please call 800-827-8673, or send an email to sales@storey.com.


Storey Publishing


210 MASS MoCA Way


North Adams, MA 01247


storey.com


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data on file




	

Joy is the happiness that doesn’t depend on what happens.


Brother David Steindl-Rast







Only the creative mind can make use of hope. Only a creative people can wield it.


Jericho Brown
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Foreword




I have been spending a lot of time lately thinking about witness, about how witness itself is a kind of poetics, or poesis, which means making. By which I mean I have been wondering about how we make the world in our witnessing of it. Or maybe I have come to understand, to believe, how we witness makes our world. This is why attending to what we love, what we are astonished by, what flummoxes us with beauty, is such crucial work. Such rigorous work. Likewise, studying how we care, and are cared for, how we tend and are tended to, how we give and are given, is such necessary work. It makes the world. Witnessing how we are loved and how we love makes the world. Witness and study, I should say. Witness as study, I think I mean.


Truth is, we are mostly too acquainted with the opposite, with the wreckage. It commands our attention, and for good reason. We have to survive it. But even if we need to understand the wreckage to survive it, it needn’t be the primary object of our study. The survival need be. The reaching and the holding need be. The here, have this need be. The come in, you can stay here need be. The let’s share it all need be. The love need be. The care need be. That which we are made by, held by, need be. Who’s taken us in need be. Who’s saved the seed need be. Who’s planted the milkweed need be. Who’s saved the water need be. Who’s saved the forest need be. The forest need be. The water. The breathable air. That which witnessed us forth need be. How we have been loved need be. How we are loved need be.


How we need need be, too. Our radiant need. Our luminous and mycelial need. Our need immense and immeasurable. Our need absolute need be. And that study, that practice, that witness, is called gratitude. Our gratitude need be.


This is what I want to study. This is with whom.


Ross Gay







The Necessity of Joy




One day a few weeks ago, I woke up in a terrible mood. I’ve always been a morning person, relishing those early hours when the world is still asleep, before emails, texts, and the rest of my distractions take over. I love the ritual of making pour-over coffee for my husband and myself, inhaling the fragrant steam that curls up from the grounds as I pour on the boiling water. Yet this day, I couldn’t shake my annoyance as I smashed a pat of cold, hard butter onto my toast, tearing a hole in the bread. I shook my head and scowled, then looked over at my husband who smiled. “What?” I said. He just stared deeply into my eyes and asked, “Are you happy to be alive today?” I glared at him at first, but I also let his question stop my mind. And in that gap, a rush of gratitude swept in. Yes, I was happy to be alive, happy to be standing in the kitchen next to the man I love, about to begin another day together. Happy to have coffee, food, and a warm place to live. Happy even to feel that dark mood swirling through me because it was also evidence of my aliveness.


Are you happy to be alive? The poems gathered in this book each ask, in their own ways, that same question, which has more relevance now than ever. As Brother David Steindl-Rast, the founder of A Network for Grateful Living, has famously pointed out: “In daily life, we must see that it is not happiness that makes us grateful. It is gratefulness that makes us happy.” Paying attention to our lives is the first step toward gratitude and hope, and the poems in How to Love the World model for us the kind of mindfulness that is the gateway to a fuller, more sustainable happiness that can be called joy. Whether blessing a lawn full of common dandelions, or reminding us, as Tony Hoagland does, to “sit out in the sun and listen,” these poets know that hope, no matter how slight it might seem, is as pressing a human need right now as food, water, shelter, or rest. We may survive without it, but we cannot thrive.


During these uncertain and trying times, we tell ourselves that joy is an indulgence we can no longer afford. And we’ve become all too familiar with the despair filling the airwaves and crowding our social media feeds, leading to what psychologists now call empathy or compassion fatigue, whereby we grow numb and disconnected from the suffering of others. We want to stay informed about what’s going on in the world, yet we also know that absorbing so much negativity leaves us drained and hopeless. We know it’s robbing us of the ability to be present to our own experience and grateful for something as simple as the moon, which is here, as Lahab Assef Al-Jundi points out, “to illuminate our illusion” of separateness from one another.


For many years, reading and writing poetry has been my personal source of delight, an antidote to the depression that can spring up out of nowhere. I now carve out what I call “soul time” for myself each day, making space for silence and reflection, even if it is just five or ten minutes, even if I have to wake up a little earlier to do it. The time I take to pause and read a favorite poem from a book, or jot down some small kindness from the day before, can utterly transform my mindset for the rest of the day. I invite you to use each poem in How to Love the World in a similar way, to make reading (and writing, if you wish) part of your own daily gratitude practice. Throughout the collection, I’ve also included reflective pauses, with specific suggestions for writing practices based upon the poems. When you encounter one of these, you may simply read that poem and reflection, then move on. Or you might keep a notebook nearby and stop to write, letting the guiding questions lead you more deeply into your own encounters with gratitude, hope, and joy. I encourage you to use any of these poems that spark something as jumping-off points for a journal entry, story, or poem of your own.


I trust in the necessity and pleasure of all kinds of creativity—from cooking a meal to fixing a car to sketching in the margins of a grocery list—but poetry is an art form especially suited to our challenging times. It helps us dive beneath the surface of our lives, and enter a place of wider, wilder, more universal knowing. And because poetry is made of the everyday material of language, we each have access to its ability to hold truths that normal conversation simply can’t contain. When you find a poem that speaks to exactly what you’ve felt but had no way to name, a light bulb flashes in some hidden part of the self that you might have forgotten was there. I’ll never forget the first time I read Ellen Bass’s poem, “Any Common Desolation,” and rushed to share it with my friends and family. “You may have to break your heart,” Bass writes, suggesting that we might need to be more open and vulnerable to the world than we feel we can stand at times, but then she reminds us, “it isn’t nothing to know even one moment alive.” We need poems like the ones gathered here to ground us in our lives, to find in each new moment what Rosemerry Wahtola Trommer describes as, “the chance for joy, whole orchards of amazement.”


James Crews, July 2020







Rosemerry Wahtola Trommer Hope




Hope has holes


in its pockets.


It leaves little


crumb trails


so that we,


when anxious,


can follow it.


Hope’s secret:


it doesn’t know


the destination—


it knows only


that all roads


begin with one


foot in front


of the other.





Ted Kooser Dandelion


The first of a year’s abundance of dandelions


is this single kernel of bright yellow


dropped on our path by the sun, sensing


that we might need some marker to help us


find our way through life, to find a path


over the snow-flattened grass that was


blade by blade unbending into green,


on a morning early in April, this happening


just at the moment I thought we were lost


and I’d stopped to look around, hoping


to see something I recognized. And there


it was, a commonplace dandelion, right


at my feet, the first to bloom, especially


yellow, as if pleased to have been the one,


chosen from all the others, to show us the way.





Barbara Crooker Promise


This day is an open road


stretching out before you.


Roll down the windows.


Step into your life, as if it were a fast car.


Even in industrial parks,


trees are covered with white blossoms,


festive as brides, and the air is soft


as a well-washed shirt on your arms.


The grass has turned implausibly green.


Tomorrow, the world will begin again,


another fresh start. The blue sky stretches,


shakes out its tent of light. Even dandelions glitter


in the lawn, a handful of golden change.





Amanda Gorman At the Age of 18—Ode to Girls of Color


At the age of 5


I saw how we always pick the flower swelling with the most color.


The color distinguishes it from the rest, and tells us:


This flower should not be left behind.


But this does not happen in the case of colored girls.
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