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Praise for


The DHARMA of POETRY


“John Brehm is a wonderful teacher. In these lucid essays about poems and poets, and in the carefully crafted exercises that follow, he takes us on a contemplative stroll through the centuries and deeply into our own minds. Poetry and spiritual practice have always had a lot to do with one another; in The Dharma of Poetry we see exactly why — and how.” — Norman Fischer, poet and Zen Buddhist priest, author of The World Could Be Otherwise


“A wonderfully encouraging book. There is a beautiful alchemy in the way Brehm turns poems into practice. He shows us the ways poems are by their nature moments of liberating attentiveness. And in his clear and welcoming voice, Brehm reveals how that liberation can infuse our everyday lives. How it can transform not just us, but also this world in ecological crisis.” — David Hinton, author of China Root and Hunger Mountain


“Here are ten elegant teachings on how to live.” — Heather Sellers, author of You Don’t Look Like Anyone I Know
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INTRODUCTION


This is a book about poetry as a source of wisdom. It argues not that poems are or should be didactic or prophetic — or that poets be regarded as sages making grand pronouncements about the meaning of life — but that poems embody and implicitly endorse ways of being in the world that anyone engaged in spiritual practice, or anyone wanting to live a more mindful life, might want to emulate. 


Here’s an example of what I mean, a haiku by the great Japanese poet, Kobyashi Issa (1763–1828), translated by Robert Hass. 


I’m going to roll over,


so please move,


cricket. 


The poem, like many of Issa’s, is charming in its simplicity, its childlike innocence. Didn’t we all once talk to animals, large and small? The poem is nothing more — but also nothing less — than a gentle warning and request spoken by a person to a cricket. The poet is not telling us how to live or arguing for the virtue of non-harming. Instead Issa demonstrates an attitude toward life and a way of behaving whose ethical dimension is plain to see. Even insects deserve our respect, the poem seems to say, deserve to live out their lives and not be harmed simply for being in our way. It’s important also to note that the poem is not addressed to us but to the cricket. And what is the significance of that? What are we to make of a man speaking to an insect? It suggests a friendliness and care that Issa extends to all beings, even the most “lowly” among us. Indeed, the poem may be seen as a subtle subversion of the hierarchy which we humans impose, always to our own benefit, on the world around us. It implies that we are not separate from or more important than the creatures with whom we share this life, that we can and should address them as equals, and that we can be mindful of their well-being as we move through the world. 


All this in just three lines, and without ever making a direct assertion about how one should live. Such is the power of poetry. 


If poetry models certain kinds of outward behaviors, it also embodies and elicits certain kinds of awareness. Poems arise out of moments of heightened awareness, and as such they have the power to heighten our own awareness as we read them. For to truly enter a poem requires mindful attention, an alertness, curiosity, and open-hearted responsiveness that is very much like the awareness we cultivate in meditation. And if we can drop our usual way of engaging a poem — worrying about what it means, getting stuck on lines or words we don’t immediately understand and then feeling self-conscious or frustrated for not understanding; if we can instead simply notice and appreciate what the poem is doing, just as one brings bare attention to thoughts and sensations in meditation, then our experience of the poem can be quite rich and rewarding, even if we don’t entirely “get it.” Of course I’m speaking of poems of great power and depth, poems that feel lit from within, poems that somehow evoke what we already knew to be true without quite knowing how we knew. 


The poems I’ll be discussing all have this depth and power. I’ve drawn all but two of them from The Poetry of Impermanence, Mindfulness, and Joy, and in many ways The Dharma of Poetry can be read as a companion to that collection. I conceived of this book while gathering poems for the anthology, as I began to see more clearly how the Dharma shines through so many of my favorite poems, even those by poets who were not Buddhists or spiritual in any conventional sense, though I would argue that writing poetry is by its nature a spiritual activity. I began to see that poems can play a role in the Dharma world that they have largely ceased to play in our literary culture: as sources of wisdom and insight, and as exemplary models of how we might think, feel, imagine, live.


In The Poetry of Impermanence, Mindfulness, and Joy I suggested that the poems in the collection could be seen as spiritual friends, companions on the path. Here, I would like to take that suggestion a step further to show how these poems can be seen not just as spiritual friends but as spiritual teachers, as powerful conduits for the Dharma. Poetry has always been deeply interwoven with Buddhist thought and practice, beginning with the oldest scriptures in the Pali Canon. We have the Dhammapada, a collection of the Buddha’s sayings in verse, dating to the third century BCE; the Ch’an poets Li Po and Tu Fu in eighth century China; the songs of the Tibetan monk Milarepa, from the twelfth century; the great Japanese haiku poets Basho, Buson, and Issa, spanning the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries; modern and contemporary American poets such as Kenneth Rexroth, Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, and Jane Hirshfield; and scores of other poets influenced directly or indirectly by Buddhist thought. From the beginning, poetry has served as a vehicle for expressing the Dharma, and the Dharma has been a source of inspiration for poetry.


Poetry brings us into living contact with the Dharma, it shows how the Dharma flows through our human experience, as poets work with the truth of things, the fundamental conditions of existence, the way things really are. The poems I’ll be exploring invite us to enter imaginatively into those situations and test out our own responses. How would we relate to the cricket? And how will we treat the other creatures we encounter after we read this poem? This is not an idle or rhetorical question. It is a spiritual question — and one we must take seriously if we are to see poems not as literary performances but as models for how we might live. 


Poems have this power to fundamentally alter both our behavior and our awareness because they appeal not just to our intellects but to our emotions and imaginations and physical presence as well. Former U.S. Poet Laureate Dana Gioia writes:




A poem doesn’t communicate primarily through ideas. It expresses itself in sound, images, rhythms, and emotions. We experience poems holistically. They speak to us simultaneously through our minds, our hearts, our imaginations, and our physical bodies.





It is poetry’s ability to engage our whole being that makes it such a valuable way of not only thinking about the Dharma but experiencing it.


In times of crisis, people turn to poetry, both reading and writing it, for consolation, connection, and a truth deeper than can be found in the daily news. Poet and scholar Philip Metres writes that: “The events of 9/11 occasioned a tremendous outpouring of poetry; people in New York taped poems on windows, wheatpasted them on posts, and shared them by hand. . . . People turned to poems when other forms failed to give shape to their feelings.” W. H. Auden’s great poem, “September 1, 1939,” written on the occasion of Germany’s invasion of Poland and with its prophetic line, “we must love one another or die,” was reprinted in major newspapers across the country, emailed and posted thousands of times after the attack on 9/11. That crisis may seem distant, even as the wars it heralded continue — but it may be that we have now entered an era of permanent crisis, as the karma of our abuse of the planet catches up with us, as climate catastrophes occur with greater frequency and intensity, and as our political culture becomes more chaotic and divisive. These causes and conditions have contributed to the recent surge of interest in — and need for — both poetry and mindfulness practices. 


Cultivating mindfulness may not seem the most effective response to the cascade of environmental, social, and political challenges we now face. But perhaps it is the most fundamental and necessary response. For without a revolution in consciousness, any external changes we make will be hollow and short-lived. If we hope to solve our current problems in a way that lets us go on living in the same manner that caused those problems, we will rightly fail. As Einstein said: “No problem can be solved from the same level of consciousness that created it.” Technological and political fixes, no matter how ingenious, will inevitably fall short if they don’t arise from a fundamental shift in our consciousness, in the way we understand ourselves and our interconnectedness with all life.


In the essays and meditations that follow, I hope to show how mindful reading of poetry can help bring about that fundamental shift by heightening our awareness, deepening our compassion, and helping us to see more clearly the truth of our ever more precarious human predicament. 
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POETRY as SPIRITUAL PRACTICE
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One way to bring poetry more deeply into our spiritual practice is to see poems as exemplary, as modeling ways of behaving and modes of awareness that we might wish to adopt as our own. We do this by asking not what poems mean but what they show, what ways of thinking, feeling, and acting they are explicitly or implicitly endorsing. The English Renaissance poet Sir Philip Sydney understood poetry in this way. He asserted the fundamental truth that witnessing virtuous actions in literature inspires us to act more virtuously ourselves. Writing of Virgil’s epic poem The Æneid, Sydney asks: “Who reads Æneas carrying old Anchises [Æneas’ father] on his back, that wishes not it were his fortune to perform so excellent an act?” Sydney’s “A Defense of Poesie,” published in 1595, is the first fully articulated poetics in English literature. So this notion that poems model behaviors and can serve as teachers — can “delight and teach,” as Sydney put it — has been around for a long time. It’s right at the beginning of our thinking about the role and purpose of poetry. It’s also at the foundation of how humans have learned for millions of years. Before we had language, all learning was by example. You didn’t explain how to throw a spear or build a fire or help an aged father, you demonstrated it. Of course seeing poems as exemplary is not the only way to approach poetry, and many great poems will not yield to this kind of reading, but it is one way, and a way that can deepen and support our spiritual practice and inspire us to act more mindfully in the world. 


Poems can also model beneficent mind states — states of loving awareness and clear seeing, of non-harming and non-separation — that we may aspire to ourselves. Beyond whatever its ostensible subject might be, a poem is always also about the quality of awareness that produced it. Simply by presenting that quality of awareness, the poem implicitly recommends it to us. And when we make contact with these deeper mind states, our own awareness is enhanced. Elizabeth Bishop’s poems, in particular, always inspire me to pay attention to the ways she pays attention and to bring the same kind of mindfulness to my reading of the poem as Bishop has brought to the writing of it. She also inspires me, as many other poets do, to look and listen more carefully as I move through the world, to wake up from my habitual self-focus and actually see the world in front of me. 


By focusing on what they’re showing us — what ways of being in the world they’re recommending — we see that poems can serve as spiritual teachers and that the teachings they offer are both simple and profound: pay attention; walk through the world with reverence and wonder; look closely at extraordinary experiences and even more closely at “ordinary” ones; see the likeness in seemingly dissimilar things; delight in the world’s impermanent delights; feel into the joys and sufferings of others; treat all beings with respect; love the earth and know that you are not separate from it; talk to animals, plants, rivers, mountains, trees; listen for what they say back to you. These are elemental truths, the kinds of truth a child could understand but which modern adults have been encouraged to forget. In the form of abstract imperatives, they may not move us very deeply. But to see them embodied and enacted in poems, given shape and texture in the richness of language, in sound and image, in the rhythm and voice of a poem, is an entirely different experience. If we feel into the poem with our whole heart, with the mind and imagination, with our bodily presence and our spirit, we may come to know these truths in a much deeper and more healing way. And such knowing may change us.


Witnessing and imaginatively participating in the boundary-dissolving experiences rendered in these poems prepares the ground for transformation. Such poems show us that it’s possible to move from living as an isolated self trapped in a meaningless, insentient universe to finding our home again in a world that is shimmering, alive, intelligent, continuous with us and responsive to our loving awareness. Whether it’s Issa asking a cricket to move before he rolls over, or Whitman bending down to kiss his “enemy,” or Chuang Tzu knowing the joy of fishes through his own joy, or A. R. Ammons seeing himself in a weed that sees itself in him, these poems give us powerful reminders that we are not separate from the world. And this is the truth we most need to realize right now. 


Buddhist environmental activist Joanna Macy writes: 




The crisis that threatens our planet . . . derives from a dysfunctional and pathological notion of the self. It derives from a mistake about our place in the order of things. It is the delusion that the self is so separate and fragile that we must delineate and defend its boundaries; that it is so small and so needy that we must endlessly acquire and endlessly consume; and that as individuals, corporations, nation-states, or a species, we can be immune to what we do to other beings.





This belief that we are separate from the earth and superior to all other living things is the root cause of our suffering and the suffering we are inflicting on the planet. The poems we’ll be exploring undermine that belief not by arguing against it but by showing how wondrous it feels when the illusion of separation falls away.


But to fully experience a boundary-­dissolving moment in a poem, we must first dissolve the boundary that separates us from the poem itself. When we analyze and interpret a poem, when we put all our energies into “figuring it out,” we separate ourselves from it. The poem becomes an object of study, a problem to be solved. Analyzing/interpreting poems has its place and its value, but reading this way keeps us at a distance. In a mindful or spiritual reading, what we want is to enter the poem, to live in the field of its imaginative energy for a time, to appreciate and experience it rather than think about it.


The truth of non-separation — the absolute reality that we are simply another manifestation of life, that our bodies include the whole earth, that consciousness is not produced in the human brain but woven into the fabric of the universe — is a truth we may need to encounter a thousand times before we begin to feel and believe and live it. But when we do experience this truth, even if only for a moment, it’s exhilarating. Here’s how the character of Celie, in Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, describes such a moment: 




One day when I was sittin’ there like a motherless child (which I was), it come to me that feeling of bein’ a part of everything, not separate at all. I knew that if I cut a tree, my arm would bleed. And I laughed and cried and I run all around the house. I just knew what it was. In fact, when it happen, you can’t miss it.





Many of the poems we’ll be exploring in this book are about such transformative, boundary-dissolving moments. Entering them fully, noticing and appreciating as much as we can about them, experiencing them from the inside out, can deepen our spiritual practice and water the seeds of our own transformation.
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