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Advance Praise for



The Poetry of Grief, Gratitude, and Reverence


“This is not a book to read and then forget on a bookshelf. It is a companion to cherish during our own moments of grief, gratitude, and awe. I will keep it close at hand.”


—David Loy, author of Ecodharma: Buddhist Teachings for the Ecological Crisis


“It has been said that of all gateways to the deep mystery that is our true home, none is so immediate and potent as grief. Grief itself is wisdom, calling us back to who we really are. The braiding of fine, moving, and readable poems gathered in this beautiful new anthology on grief and its sisters—gratitude and reverence—shows us clearly why. Let this wonderful collection, wisely conceived and beautifully executed, open up whatever needs to be opened, and lead us all back to the true home we’ve long been seeking. A book to treasure.”


—Henry Shukman, author of Original Love and One Blade of Grass
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“This is a book to treasure.”—Henry Shukman, author of Original Love and One Blade of Grass


Explorations of loss, of thanksgiving, of transformation—of the darkest and brightest moments of our lives. Some of these poems show a path forward, while others simply acknowledge and empathize with where we are. All are celebrations of poetry’s ability to express what seemed inexpressible and to bring us into greater awareness of our shared human experience.


“This beautiful and poignant poetry will reach places in your mind and heart that you didn’t know existed.”


—Joanne Cacciatore, PhD, author of Bearing the Unbearable: Love, Loss, and the Heartbreaking Path of Grief


poems by


Rainer Maria Rilke • Robert Frost • Elizabeth Bishop • Czesław Miłosz • Seamus Heaney • Billy Collins • Joy Harjo • Danusha Laméris • Ada Limón • Kevin Young • Arthur Sze • Ellen Bass • Li-Young Lee • Natasha Trethewey • AND MANY MORE.


Includes an essay on appreciative attention and links to guided meditations for select poems.














Introduction


Poetry is a profoundly relational art, an invitation to connect: with the poet, with the poem, and through the poem with each other, with the deepest aspects of our shared human experience. Poetry is also, I believe, a fundamentally spiritual art. It draws on the same powers of insight and imagination, wisdom and compassion, wonder and awe that form the basis of our spiritual response to the world. Artistic expressions of that response extend as far back as the earliest cave art forty thousand years ago, where luminous half-human/half-animal beings seem to rise out of the rock from the spirit world. Some anthropologists now believe that such art was created by shamans and that the caves themselves were spaces where sacred rituals were performed. They have found that the paintings always appear in those caves with the greatest acoustic resonance and were thus best suited for singing. Right from the very beginning, the impulse to make art has been inseparable from a desire to make contact with the sacred.


In “O Darkness,” which appears in the “Reverence” section of this anthology, Danusha Laméris points to the primal mystery at the heart of artistic-spiritual expression: “What we do not know lies in darkness. / The way the unsayable rests at the back of the tongue. / So let us sing of it. . .” What can’t be said can be sung. And like song, poetry can become a conduit for the unsayable, a way to embody what lies just beyond our conscious knowing. My teacher A. R. Ammons put it this way: “Poetry is a verbal means to a non-verbal source . . . a motion to no-motion, to the still point of contemplation and deep realization.” Not all poems take us to that still point or make contact with the sacred, but great poems do, and poetry itself—who knows how?—is inherently possessed of this power.


Within this broad framework of poetry as a fundamentally relational and spiritual art, I have chosen to organize this collection around the themes of grief, gratitude, and reverence for several reasons: because these emotions can move us beyond the small self and its egoic concerns; because they call us to remember our true nature, who we really are; and because they offer the felt experience of connection we all long for, consciously or unconsciously. But those reasons did not fully emerge until well after I had started thinking about this book. In truth, I felt drawn to the themes grief, gratitude, and reverence without at first exactly knowing why.


In December of 2021, while I was staying on the Oregon coast, the shape of this collection finally came into focus. I had been wanting to create another anthology, one devoted exclusively to modern and contemporary poetry, ever since The Poetry of Impermanence, Mindfulness, and Joy was published in 2017. But it wasn’t until that winter day, sitting on a rock looking out at the Pacific, that the three themes of the anthology suddenly came to me. I felt some initial resistance—I was uncertain about how grief, gratitude, and reverence fit with each other—but they kept suggesting themselves to me, and in the end it felt right to bring them together even if I didn’t fully understand how they were connected. I trusted that a deeper underlying logic would make itself clear. I knew at the outset that they represented powerful emotional states we needed to experience, individually and collectively, in a much more conscious and embodied way.
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Our world is awash in unprocessed grief, a heavy burden we most often try to bear alone and in silence, or to push away altogether. In The Wild Edge of Sorrow: Rituals of Renewal and the Sacred Work of Grief, Francis Weller suggests that “our refusal to welcome the sorrows that come to us, our inability to move through these experiences with true presence and conscious awareness, condemns us to a life shadowed by grief.” But he also shows that when we turn and face our grief, we come more fully alive. “It is the broken heart, the part that knows sorrow, that is capable of genuine love.” The poems I’ve gathered in the “Grief” section arise from such a turning toward, from a sustained and conscious engagement with loss and grief.




And if it is the broken heart that is capable of genuine love, it also the broken heart that is capable of the most profound gratitude. We can’t fully appreciate the preciousness of life until we feel its fragility, its impermanence, until we have known loss. Moving into the poetry of gratitude after the poetry of grief mirrors an organic progression in our emotional lives. Loss can open a path to gratitude and connection, even as the journey there may be beset by loneliness, bitterness, and despair. And just as turning toward grief can be liberating, cultivating a grateful orientation toward life, rather than simply feeling grateful when good things come our way and resentful when they don’t, can engender a fundamental shift in the way we move through the world: from resistance and judgment to acceptance and a profound, ongoing appreciation for life’s moment-by-moment unfolding. The poems in the “Gratitude” section embody and exemplify this shift.


The conscious experience of a gratitude born of grief can take us all the way to reverence. Reverence is a word one rarely encounters these days. Indeed, one of the few recent books devoted to the subject, Reverence by Paul Woodruff, bears the subtitle Renewing a Forgotten Virtue. But if reverence is indeed a largely forgotten virtue (my Christian friends tell me otherwise), it is still deeply embedded in our psyches, part of our ancient human lineage, our spiritual DNA. And perhaps it would be more true to say that reverence, which derives from the Latin reverentia, literally “to stand in awe of,” has not been forgotten so much as banished, since it is incompatible with the foundational assumptions of our increasingly technological culture: the reductive, mechanistic, radically materialist worldview that is so thoroughly interwoven into all aspects of our lives we’re hardly aware of it. In an economic system predicated on unlimited growth and ever-increasing profits, reverence for the earth and for our non-human brothers and sisters becomes an impediment, a feeling that must be suppressed for full-scale exploitation and resource extraction to continue. Like many others, I have come to believe that recovering a sense of reverence, a sense of the sacredness of all life, may be the only thing that can save us from the total systems collapse that now looms before us, if indeed it is not already too late. Writer, farmer, and ecological activist Wendell Berry has argued eloquently that “it is only on the condition of humility and reverence before the world that our species will be able to remain in it.” The stakes are that high.


My belief is that poetry has a vital role to play in the collective awakening that must happen if we are to survive and flourish.
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We are all subject to the law of impermanence, our lives inevitably marked and often dramatically altered by loss and grief. No one is exempt. But grief, as painful and private as it often feels, has the potential to create the deepest human bonds. Ada Limón’s “Downhearted,” which begins this anthology, speaks directly to our need to share the burden of grief:


Six horses died in a tractor-trailer fire.


There. That’s the hard part. I wanted


to tell you straight away so we could


grieve together.




Even an indirect experience of tragedy, reading about the kind of horror Limón points to, can feel overwhelming, can make us want to withdraw from the world, pull our hand back from the flame, close our hearts. But if we can grieve together, we may find a way to be with the pain. We may come to see that grief does not have to isolate us but can instead connect us with a universal experience.


The parable of the mustard seed from the Buddhist scriptures illuminates this inexorable aspect of the human predicament. As the story goes, one day the Buddha was approached by Kisa, a young mother crazed with grief over the death of her infant son, her only child. Unable to accept the loss, she carried her child to the Buddha and implored him to bring her son back to life. The Buddha heard her pleas with compassion and said that he could create a medicine that would restore her son but that to do so he would need a mustard seed, which he instructed her to find in a nearby village. This mustard seed, however, had to come from a home that had never been touched by death. Kisa went from door to door asking for such a seed. All the villagers were willing to help, but none lived in a house that had not experienced a death. Finally, Kisa realized that the pain of loss was not hers alone but universal and inescapable, a burden shared by all. With that realization she became a follower of the Buddha and entered the path of liberation.


Joy Harjo’s “Speaking Tree” explores how this sense of aloneness after great loss intensifies our grief. She begins by naming some of the things that are “unspeakable” on the earth: “A shy wind threading leaves after a massacre,” the “cries of anguish” of trees “when they are broken and bereft.” And then she gives voice to a piercing vulnerability, her own cry of anguish: “I carry a yearning I cannot bear alone in the dark. / What shall I do with all this heartache?” Here, it isn’t so much the yearning that can’t be borne but the aloneness, having no place to put the pain, no one to hold the heartache with her. But in writing the poem, she does make a space for her suffering, a space that can be shared, with us. And when we enter the poem with an open heart, not only do we help the poet carry her sorrow but the poem in turn helps us carry our own.




Poet and critic Edward Hirsch writes that elegy “ritualizes grief into language and thereby makes it more bearable. The great elegy touches the unfathomable and originates in the unspeakable, in unacceptable loss. . . . It drives a wordless anguish, wordless torment, toward the consolations of verbal articulation, verbal ceremony.” In the act of reading such a poem, we participate in that ceremony and complete the arc from unspeakable suffering to the healing power of communion.
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Human beings are hardwired to connect, not just with each other but with the earth itself and all its manifestations of life, as so many of the poems in this anthology attest. Rilke knew this truth, a truth we have been taught to forget, and expresses it beautifully in this sonnet to Orpheus:


See the flowers, so faithful to Earth.


We know their fate because we share it.


Were they to grieve for their wilting,


that grief would be ours to feel.




There’s a lightness in things. Only we move forever burdened,


pressing ourselves into everything, obsessed by weight.


How strange and devouring our ways must seem


to those for whom life is enough.


If you could enter their dreaming and dream with them deeply,


you would come back different to a different day,


moving so easily from that common depth.


Or maybe just stay there: they would bloom and welcome you,


all those brothers and sisters tossing in the meadows,


and you would be one of them.


The kinship Rilke invites us to imagine, seeing the flowers as our “brothers and sisters,” is one that our hunter-gatherer ancestors knew intimately for millions of years. That sense of kinship hasn’t vanished; it has simply been vitiated by an economic system that runs on grasping and aversion. “How strange and devouring our ways must seem / to those for whom life is enough.” Strange and devouring—and alien to our true nature. Rilke knows this, too; knows that the separation we feel is an illusion. The flowers would welcome us, he says, and we could “become one of them,” if we “dreamed with them deeply.” The poem gives us a way to enter that dream. Indeed, a shared dreaming might be the best definition of what poetry is and makes possible.


The closing lines of Valencia Robin’s “Aubade with Sugar Maple” offer a wonderful example of such shared dreaming, an ecstatic sense of our essential interbeing, to use Thich Nhat Hanh’s resonant term, with the earth:


And yet somehow that maple knew me. We talked


and talked until I became birched and oaked,


crabappled and cherried—drunk


with all the tree-ness I’d forgotten.


My God, to think—I could bud, even blossom.




A way of seeing the world that regards trees, and by extension all life forms, as sentient beings capable of some kind of knowing is revolutionary, subversive, and at the same time ancient and fundamental, a return to who we really are. It arises from truths our Paleolithic ancestors took as givens, intuitively if not self-consciously: that we are not separate from or more important than the other beings with whom we share this life; that we can communicate with them and they with us; that the earth itself is sacred, imbued with spirit and intelligence, aware of and responsive to our presence. And so in talking to the tree, in knowing that it knows her, the poet experiences a moment of awakening. Poets of earlier eras might have looked for the human qualities of the tree, but here Robin remembers “all the tree-ness” she “had forgotten” and becomes like a tree herself: “oaked,” “crabappled,” “cherried.” And then she realizes to her astonishment that she could “bud, even blossom.”


David Hinton’s “Empty desert” gives us a vivid glimpse of what an experience of total non-separation might look like.




Empty desert


stretching away to the far


edge of


sight. Where


is this


person I


am? Gazing out


all morning, I find


nothing to be


but desert


gazing into desert. . .


When we see in this way, the self disappears. “Where is this person I am?” Hinton asks, echoing the Buddhist teaching that if you look for the self, you will not find it, and you will not find it because it doesn’t exist. It is a construct, useful up to a point but ultimately empty. Or the self loses all definition because it encompasses the whole cosmos, an infinite net of relationships. In Wild Earth, Wild Mind: Our Place in the Sixth Extinction, Hinton writes,




The Cosmos evolved countless suns and planets; and here on our planet Earth, it evolved life-forms with image-forming eyes like ours. So what else is that gaze but the very Cosmos looking out at itself? What is thinking but the Cosmos contemplating itself? And our inexplicable love for this world, our delight and grief—what is that but the Cosmos loving itself, delighting in itself, grieving for itself?





Poetry’s highest purpose is to remind us of our true nature, the untainted mirror-like mind that exists beneath our layers of conditioning, unchanging in the midst of constant change. Not a separate self, not an ego, but a wide-open, limitless awareness that flows throughout the cosmos and connects us to all things.
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Like its predecessor, The Poetry of Impermanence, Mindfulness, and Joy, this collection can be randomly browsed, but reading the poems in order may be more rewarding, and more revealing. All the poems are strongly connected to each other, sometimes overtly, as in the sequence of elegiac poems for fathers that runs from Natasha Trethewey’s “Elegy” to Yu Chang’s “Old passport.” Other connections are more subtle. For example, some version of not knowing—“I don’t know,” “all knowing ceased,” “I did not yet know who I would become,” “What we do not know lies in darkness”—appears throughout the group of poems that begins with W. S. Merwin’s “For the Anniversary of My Death” and concludes with Danusha Laméris’s “O Darkness.” I did not plan or weave in that connecting thread; I was unaware of it myself until I had read through the section several times. Here and throughout the anthology, in choosing and arranging the poems, I allowed myself to be guided by an intuitive intelligence beyond my conscious knowing. Many such connections can be found in the book, but you’ll likely miss them if you read the poems in isolation. These poems invite connection, embody connection, and are best experienced in their connections with each other.


In creating a space where the most powerful expressions of grief, gratitude, and reverence can be held and shared, the poems gathered here call us to remember our essential kinship with all life, to remember who we really are. Robert Major’s haiku gives us a resonant image of such a space:


silent Friends meeting. . .


the sound of chairs being moved


to enlarge the circle


I like to think of this anthology as a similar kind of circle—a community, a sangha, a sacred meeting place—infinitely expandable to accommodate all who wish to enter. And my hope is that sustained imaginative engagement with these poems will help us move through the world more attuned to what we have lost, more grateful for what remains, and more reverent before the mystery and majesty of life itself.




BRINGING POETRY ONTO THE PATH


Just as there is no formula for making poems, there is no step-by-step guide for integrating poetry into our spiritual practice. I encourage you to experiment and find what works best for you. Maybe it’s memorizing favorite poems and calling them to mind when you’re standing in line or in need of the kind of sustenance poetry can provide; maybe it’s simply reading and rereading a poem, reflecting on how it makes you feel, the memories it evokes, insights it sparks, how it illuminates different aspects of the Dharma; maybe it’s savoring the pleasures a poem gives, its shape and textures and images, the way it moves and sounds, how the rhythms of its language flow into your own bodily rhythms of heart, breath, and sensation. The possibilities are many and varied.


One general rule that can be helpful and that I discuss in “The Art of Appreciative Attention” (in the appendix) and in The Dharma of Poetry: How Poems Can Deepen Your Spiritual Practice and Open You to Joy, is to approach the poems in an appreciative rather than interpretive mode, to let the analytical mind recede to the background and its proper supportive role while the more empathic, imaginative, intuitive mind comes into the foreground. Reading in this way, we let go of the need to control; we allow the poems to take us where they will. The end of Carl Dennis’s “Canadian Hemlock” beautifully express this aspiration: “I want to be one of the witnesses of the familiar, / Open to revelation but not disposed / To insist on it.” Again, see what works best for you, but above all, allow yourself to enjoy the poems and to love them fully when you find ones that speak to you with particular power.


If you would like to bring poems more directly into your practice, I have recorded a number of guided meditations that may be helpful. Throughout the book, QR codes will appear when a specific poem is available as a recording, and the recordings as a whole can be found at https://wisdomexperience.org/guided-poetry-meditations-with-john-brehm/. Hearing a poem read aloud after a period of meditation can feel remarkably different—more resonant, more moving, more impactful—than simply reading it silently to yourself when you are in an ordinary state of mind. When you absorb a poem in the open, alert, highly sensitized state that meditation can induce, the words sink in more deeply, and we may experience the truth of what A. R. Ammons said, that “poetry is a verbal means to a non-verbal source,” a way for language to take us beyond language, beyond thought, to something much richer and more mysterious.
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