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For Dana Gerhardt, who woke me up


and walks with me on the path,


all my love and adoration.





Love follows knowledge.

—THOMAS AQUINAS





Poetry as Spiritual Practice






Introduction

You ask what it’s like when I meditate.


Watching birds.





Why should I read Poetry as Spiritual Practice?

Poetry—writing it, reading it, and sharing it—provides insight into all mysteries and pursuits. Poetry does not exist for a select few; it is not a secret code that is almost impossible to crack. We know that we can learn the law, medicine, music, languages, a trade; we can learn to split the atom, pilot a plane, ride a horse, hit a baseball, make magic on a skateboard, climb mountains, drive an eighteen-wheeler, operate a fleshing machine, repair plumbing.

In the same way, we can learn to write and read poetry—you can learn to read and write poetry—and we can learn to share poetry, its beauty, wisdom, and lessons, with others. In doing so, we enhance our abilities in our chosen life paths as well as our work. Most important, we wake up to poetry’s essence, its spirit. It is as if a long-settled cloud in our mind suddenly dissipates and we are divine once again. We see the poetry in life around us and we can incorporate it into our daily lives and our spiritual practices.

All human beings—Christian, Jew, Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist, Taoist, animist, or atheist—seek spirituality in their daily lives whether they know it or not. We seek truths greater than ourselves, our individual beings. We desire peace and understanding. Throughout time, poetry has rewarded those who discovered its unique power. Through poetry, we gain greater self-understanding as well as insight into others in our world and into our world itself. It helps us discover the world anew, as if for the very first time—again and again—as each one of us must. This book will guide you on your spiritual quest, revealing poetry for inner peace and inspiration created by some of the most renowned spiritual leaders of every age. And it will explain how you, too, can enrich your spiritual practice, give deeper meaning to your life, and achieve your goals.

But just what is poetry as spiritual practice?

It is reading poems, writing your own poems, and making them part of your daily rituals, aspirations, and intentions. By assuming certain postures, participating in call-and-response, meditating and reciting poems, chants, hymns, prayers, mantras, songs, and scripture, you make of yourself a tuning fork ready for the thwack of the Divine.

The Trappist monk André Louf describes this process as a kind of fermentation, a ripening and welling up of the Word “…that has become wholly our own…inscribed deep in our body and psyche…. It bubbles up, it flows, it runs like living water.” No matter what you practice, the goal is Reunion with the Word and the shedding of ego, until “it is no longer we who pray, but the prayer prays itself in us.”

Poetry is this reverberating note, this pure sound and shape of your spirit as it makes sense to you at last. Through the almost musical vibration, you move from individual soul out into the Oversoul.

We knew that sound and its vibration as children, and even before that. In the womb, through mother’s breath and heartbeat, our first meters, echoes, rhymes, and rhythms were embedded in our nervous systems. As infants and toddlers, our earliest sleep songs, comfort songs, and memorization work entered us in the forms of chants and metered lines that were built to be remembered. These lessons continued as we began school and received our first religious instruction.

But as schools and religions grew over the last fifty years into formidable corporate identities, they have increasingly turned from the magic of poetry to the more manageable, quantitative pleasures of test scores and egoistic Us versus Them dogma. Since the 1970s, this is the byway on which so many of us have been stuck. Without consciously realizing it, we accepted that, as religions became big businesses, they expelled poetry from the canon in much the same way that Plato banished it from his ideal Republic. Though Plato himself has been marginalized in much of the current curricula, his arguments still influence our thought whether we know it or not. Plato acknowledged Homer’s greatness, which educated ancient Greece through the Iliad and the Odyssey, but saw grave threats to society’s stability in the works of Homer’s followers and interpreters, arguing for philosophy as a more desirable, steady discipline, and attacking poetry’s unpredictability and influence on emotion. Philosophy, Plato argued, was just the thing to reign in popular culture and correct society’s errant course.

Today administrators in education and religion have largely replaced philosophers, poets, and teachers as shapers of policy in their fields. They’ve established educational and religious regimens that originate in statistics and profits. They distrust the imagination and spiritual inquiry.

In our schools, grades K through 12, students are not so much educated as trained to perform well on standardized tests. They aren’t taught to think for themselves, question, or be curious. They’re encouraged to accept what they’re told without hesitation. Could this have something to do with the fact that more than 50 percent of eligible young people in the United States do not bother to vote, or with America’s free fall among other nations when comparing what students know in language arts, math, and science?

Just as our schools have choked off the poetry in us by teaching it less and less, our big-business religions have also estranged us from imagination and rigorous spiritual inquiry. When religions grow into organizations, their individual members diminish, becoming pawns in political campaigns or cash cows in fundraisers. Internal dissent and debate are discouraged. Some who attend services do so more out of habit than devotion. Their prayers do not emanate from the heart. Although the words are still poetry, their meaning and passion are obscured.

As a result, we develop a gnawing hunger. We know that we want and need more from spiritual practice. We want to work harder, be bolder, and connect with divine words that still resonate inside. We yearn for the return of poetry to spiritual practice. To rediscover its power, we must integrate reading and writing poetry into our individual lives.

People throughout history have known this inner bliss, this awareness that the Divine’s voice is inside you. San Juan de la Cruz (later known as Saint John of the Cross) discovered poetry as spiritual practice in prison (this highest knowledge lies / in the loftiest sense / of the essence of God), where his suffering was transformed by a series of divine consolations that inspired him to write. Borrowing poetic images from the Song of Songs, this sixteenth-century monk broke through personal spiritual despair to enlightenment, composing some of the most venerable poems in Spanish literature. His poems have inspired millions, including his friend and fellow reformer, Saint Teresa of Ávila, whose ecstatic poetry expresses the passion and surrender of one who celebrates a union with God, who she envisions as diving into us wholly and completely, becoming an ever-present part of us.

The twelfth-century religious teacher, Hildegard of Bingen, was also a visionary who perceived that the Word and God are inseparable (No creature has meaning / without the Word of God). She wrote poetry and hymns that celebrated her conversations and relationship with God. In her early years, Hildegard doubted the visions that inspired her writing and teaching, but in time grew to trust the communiqués from the Divine, her own inner poetry.

Of course, poetry as spiritual practice is not limited to Catholic saints or to Catholics. In India centuries ago, Mirabai faced an arranged marriage and a life of domestic servitude, in the custom of her culture. Mirabai rebelled and, as leader of a band of sympathetic women, she wandered the country creating and reciting poems praising Krishna, her God and spiritual husband. They express, as Sri Chinmoy so beautifully observes, “her inspiration, aspiration and sleepless self-giving.” Mirabai’s poem-songs still enrich spiritual practice and energize popular culture. She is revered as one of India’s most beloved saints. One of the country’s most prolific film companies, Mirabai Productions, is named after her.

The Sufi poets Hafiz and Rumi wrote hundreds of religious poems ecstatically celebrating the relationship between God and humanity. Poems by contemporary spiritual mentors including the Dalai Lama, Adyashanti, Deepak Chopra, Sri Chinmoy, and Thich Nhat Hanh, among others, also explore the spiritual union between people and a higher power.

Poetry as spiritual practice is for everyone, no matter your religion or spiritual background. As spiritual poet Robert Bly described our time: “…the impulse for reverence endures…. Reclaiming the sacred in our lives naturally brings us close once more to the wellsprings of poetry.” Poetry as Spiritual Practice can lead you to those wellsprings, where you’ll remember, or discover for the first time, that poetry is the language of devotion.

Just as any practice done well requires focus, poetry as spiritual practice requires unwavering presence in the moment. This can be a challenge, even for the most thoughtful, awake person. Our brains are busy, often cluttered, like a closet in which we store things and never get around to cleaning out. They’re forever filling, processing, and mixing, even as we sleep. Spiritual practice helps us clear space and create order out of confusion, but spiritual poetry practice makes possible even greater discernment, clarity, and attention to detail.

Robert Frost said that poetry doesn’t so much tell us anything new, but reminds us of things that we need to know but forgot. You may already be using poetry as spiritual practice without knowing it, in which case this book will help you remember, identify, and deepen your experience.

A man I know is devoted to his spiritual life and recites dozens of mantras and prayers daily. He doubted that poetry would help him, but when he described his spiritual practice for me, he said that it began and ended with the Lord’s Prayer, and he recited mantras and meditated for twenty minutes on peace, compassion, love, patience, or whatever area concerned him most on a given day. He added that, on occasion, when he was stressed out at work or had had an argument at home, he benefited by reciting this prayer:


Lord, make me a channel of thy peace,

That where there is hatred, I may bring love;

That where there is wrong, I may bring the spirit of forgiveness;

That where there is discord, I may bring harmony;

That where there is error, I may bring truth;

That where there is doubt, I may bring faith;

That where there is despair, I may bring hope;

That where there are shadows, I may bring light;

That where there is sadness, I may bring joy.

Lord, grant that I may seek rather to comfort than to be comforted;

To understand, than to be understood;

To love, than to be loved.

For it is by self-forgetting that one finds.

It is by forgiving that one is forgiven.

It is by dying that one awakens to Eternal Life.



A priest in Geneva had taught it to him on a rainy, shut-in day many years ago. He didn’t know why he loved it so much; the words always made him feel as if his spine were tingling. He’d smile, feeling more centered, or closer to God. He was surprised when I told him that The Prayer of Saint Francis is in fact a poem, that its metrical regularity and repetitive punctuation (those semicolons!) have a lot to do with the pleasing physical sensations he experiences.

If you’re after proof of the benefits of poetry as spiritual practice on a massive scale, I can think of no better example than The Serenity Prayer:


God give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed,

courage to change the things that should be changed,

and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.



This version of the poem-prayer as quoted by Elizabeth Sifton, daughter of theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, to whom it is often attributed, caught the eye of Bill W. more than sixty years ago, and in a slightly different version, became the mantra of Alcoholics Anonymous. Long and short versions of the prayer have been found in Celtic and Far Eastern spiritual practices, and in most languages on earth. As Bill W. wrote, “Never had we seen so much A.A. in so few words.”


God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,

courage to change the things I can,

and the wisdom to know the difference.



“In creating A.A.,” Bill wrote, “The Serenity Prayer has been a most valuable building block—indeed a cornerstone.” This poetic cornerstone is a perfect example of spiritual connection.

Poetry is the most honest verbal expression among any people, at any time, in any situation. It comforts and challenges reader and writer alike. Contemporary poet Allen Grossman calls poetry “the historical enemy of human forgetfulness” and attributes to it the capacity of self-preservation. Poetry’s meditative power in spiritual practice awakens you and makes you more skillful as you navigate life’s rapids. It connects you to me and others. Through poetry, you also carry on the two most intimate conversations of your life—the conversation with your Supreme Being and that with yourself.

Poetry as spiritual practice leads to stillness, the calm center where you are most open and alive. Poetry itself makes you more mindful, and as you become so, you gracefully reconnect with the natural world. Through poetry as spiritual practice, you become a more confident communicator and a more attentive, compassionate listener. Mindfully using applications of poetry can create patience and greater harmony among friends, in families and professions. As you hear or speak poetry, the particles in your brain connect and dance, creating physical sensations of lightness, darkness, joy, and sorrow. Through poetry’s sound and pictures, its cadences and imagery, you achieve greater awareness and more intimate knowledge of things seen and unseen and more abundance in your spiritual life.

Nothing creates greater understanding of poetry and intimacy with it than writing it yourself. Writing poems opens windows, doors, and opportunities. You can write in solitude—in a bedroom, a parked car, on a plane or train, in a cubicle at work, on a mountainside. You can write with a group—a spiritual community, a reading club, a writing workshop, and with friends as you hang out. Anyone who is compassionate, who yearns for deeper awareness, and who possesses the human gift of language has the innate ability to write poems.

In other words, everyone can write poetry. You don’t need special knowledge or a graduate degree in literature. Spiritually, all you need to bring to the table is a willingness to be open; practically, you need to know that poetry is written in lines, not sentences, which conform to the breathing of its creator rather than to the artificial signposts of punctuation marks and conventional grammar.

A poem’s lines are usually organized in stanzas instead of paragraphs (prose poems, which we’ll explore later, are an exception). A poem may rhyme and move in a traditional meter, or exist in the measured rhythms of free verse. A poem employs figurative language such as metaphor and simile, assonance and dissonance, and vivid imagery to stimulate the senses and illuminate meaning. A poem compresses meaning and is rigorously concise. A poem may be a song, a meditation, or a story.

In the chapters that follow, we’ll explore the sound and language of poetry, its building blocks, rhythms, meters, and forms. You’ll keep a working journal of your reading, your thoughts and poems. You’ll challenge yourself with concise, pleasurable writing exercises, including some provided by well-known poet-mentors such as Mark Jarman, Diane Thiel, and R. S. Gwynn. We’ll examine the genres of elegy, free verse, narratives (poems that tell stories), and eight traditional poetry forms. You’ll write your own poems in these forms and discover how these and other poems fit into and deepen your spiritual practice.

As a poet, editor, and teacher, I took decades to learn what the pages that follow reveal. I knew that poetry and spirituality were somehow sympathetic, but I had trouble connecting the dots in order to use poetry confidently in my spiritual practice. Then a few key factors converged, leading to my breakthrough.

In 2004, I moved away from my religious roots in Catholicism and became a student of Tibetan Buddhism, embarking on a daily Ngöndro (pronounced “nundro”) practice.

A Tibetan term meaning “that which precedes or goes before,” Ngöndro refers to the basic practices of all four schools of Tibetan Buddhism and paves the way for advanced practices, which may ultimately lead to realization and enlightenment. The Ngöndro practice I follow includes a series of mantras, prayers, visualizations, prostrations, offerings, and meditations that can take from twenty or forty minutes to an hour or even the entire day.

As I was beginning this new path, I read about a requirement in medical schools that has since become widespread: that medical students take courses in poetry and creative writing so that they develop more empathy for their future patients, learn how to draw patients into telling their own stories, and listen well to details and to what patients imply in their choice of words. These exchanges between doctors and patients promote healing. It struck me that, if poetry can aid physical healing, perhaps it can also promote spiritual healing. Medical schools that teach poetry are in fact asking their students to develop greater compassion and meditate on their patients’ lives. This sounds very much like a spiritual agenda or practice. Many Buddhist prayers and mantras are in fact poems, such as those by the monk Milarepa, so, since reading about the healing effect of poems and prayers, I’ve consciously included more poems and prayers in my own daily practice.

For example, recently I was feeling terribly frustrated about my country’s conduct in the Middle East. I recited a poem I knew three times and felt calmer and sadder, but also more patient and hopeful. Here is the poem:


Paper Cranes

How can we tell a paper bird

Is stronger than a hawk

When it has no metal for talons?

It needs no power to kill

Because it is not hungry.




Wilder and wiser than eagles

It ranges round the world

Without enemies

And free of cravings.




The child’s hand

Folding these wings

Wins no wars and ends them all.




Thoughts of a child’s heart

Without care, without weapons!

So the child’s eye

Gives life to what it loves

Kind as the innocent sun

And lovelier than all dragons!



I love the defiant joy of that final exclamation point! The poem, by the late Trappist monk Thomas Merton, was inspired by members of a visiting peace group whom Merton received at Gethsemane, the Kentucky monastery where he lived, in May 1964. At the end of the visit, one smiling, silent woman, a Hiroshima survivor, placed a folded paper crane, a Japanese symbol for peace, on his table. Like that appropriate, inspired gift, the poem restores perspective as it woos the ear through meter, rhyme, repetition, and potent imagery. It helped me to become more profoundly understanding, patient, and compassionate, and it knocked my well-intentioned moral superiority out of me.

Including poems in my daily meditations and prayers intensifies my experience and enriches my results. Though it may not always appear to be true, spiritual practice done over and over again bears fruit. If I think diligently about loving kindness and forgiveness, and on bestowing them on individual people I know and even on people I don’t know, I will become kinder and more compassionate.

Emily Dickinson wrote, “If I feel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, I know that it is poetry.” I think again of my friend who liked the way poetry made him feel physically, even though he did not know that The Prayer of Saint Francis was poetry. You can feel that, too, as you discover poetry in your spiritual practice and weave it into the fabric of your daily life.

Virginia, an Englishwoman I met recently, managed to do just that. Her mother, orphaned when she was six and raised by Catholic nuns, had kept Virginia as far away from the Catholic church as she could. When Virginia was old enough to go to church, her mother took her to the neighborhood Lutherans. A reluctant churchgoer, Virginia was finally baptized there when she was thirteen. After that, she attended services irregularly, and when her mother died a week before her seventeenth birthday, she stopped going altogether.

Virginia was twenty-six and married by the time she suffered a miscarriage and was diagnosed with leukemia. The burden of irreparable loss and fatal illness lifted somewhat when she began to attend morning mass at the Catholic church across the street from her home.

“I got the irony,” she told me. “My mom was so spooked by anything Catholic, and there I was stumbling into mass every day! I don’t know what it was. Sitting in that almost-dark felt good. I liked looking up through the stained-glass windows. I didn’t pay any attention to the figures on the windows. I just liked the light, the colors. I got into the sound of Mass, too, all that chanting.”

The parish priest, Father Patrick, visited Virginia at home twice a week, and they discussed God, heaven, and all of the spiritual questions Virginia could think of. Father Patrick suggested that Virginia try meditation as part of her prayer practice, which she did. But she was frustrated, not sure that she was getting it or getting anything out of her attempts. When she told Fr. Patrick what she was going through, he introduced her to a friend of his, Ani Una, a nun (Ani means “nun”) who studied Buddhism and had been meditating for twenty years. Naturally, Virginia wanted to know how Una got meditation to work for her.

“Not easily,” the sister laughed, “not at first. I was frustrated, too, like you. Then I began to add poems to my recitations and something good started to happen. I included all kinds of poems—serious, sad, even light and funny. Those were especially good because they reminded me that my practice should be joyful, not drudgery. I wondered why the poems worked in me like they did. It was the words in their sequence, and the meaning of the words. Both took me deeper into whatever I was working on—letting go of things I was attached to, lapses of faith, unkind acts or words. Poetry doesn’t lie! Poems make me feel…like nature itself, like a blade of grass. They make me feel as if I could climb water!” Three months later, Virginia told Una that she was also including poems in her practice, and they were helping her find peace, a connection with God, and a spiritual sense of healing and fulfillment.

That’s my wish for everyone who experiences this book.
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The Shape of Practice, the Mystery of Poetry
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Clearing Obstacles: Joyful Rituals of Poetry as Practice




Once you reconnect with poetry, realizing that in fact it has been a part of you since you were conceived, it’s easier to rest in its company. From there you can work with it. But as you contemplate poetry as spiritual practice, consider, for the next few moments, how and why poetry may have frightened you.

A few years ago, I chaired a panel at the Northwest Book-fest in Seattle that engaged in a lively discussion with audience members about the perception that poetry turns a cold shoulder toward the general reader, that many who write it seem to be uninterested in communicating to a wide audience. One of the panelists, the poet Thomas Lux, agreed and said, “We have to stop writing poems that make people feel stupid.”

Has poetry ever made you feel stupid? Self-conscious? Have you thought less of yourself in certain company after admitting that you like poetry?

In practical, earthly terms, what good is poetry? Having confessed that you like it, have your friends accused you of being highfalutin? Did your parents disown you? Did you lose your job or fail in your studies? Did your partner dump you? Did you walk down the street slump-shouldered and blushing while everyone laughed and pointed at you? Probably not. Your fears are almost always scarier, more dramatic, than the actual course you must run.

Exercise: Facing Your Fear

Before you can break through to a state of centered grace from which the spiritual practice of poetry is possible, you must make a friend of your fears about poetry. You must make your fear a good teacher. Here is a poem about fear, anxiety, and poetry by Cyrus Watson, a twenty-nine-year-old workshop student:


Bud & Night Terrors

Can’t let them catch me!

If my parents find out I’m writing poems

They’ll cancel Christmas. No Nikes, no Play Station III,

No kick-butt pants with twenty miles of chains on them.

They’ll empty my college fund, certain I’ll never be

The doctor or lawyer they want me to be. Worse,

Coach will kick me off the team, or knock

Me down to towel or water boy. My minister will

Unbaptize me, my Boy Scout pack will rescind

My merit badges, the Marines will get me

Though I’m only 17! All because of poetry.

What got into me? Why wasn’t watching ten hours

Of TV a day good enough for me? Why?



Does this poem sound like something you have thought, like something you might have written once? Make a list of your own poetry fears. Share your list with friends. Discuss where they come from. How do you deal with them? Why should you? Be specific! Write your own poem poking fun at your poetry fear.

Exercise: “It’s Alive! It’s Alive!” What Is It?

First, make a list of your own definitions of poetry. Second, seek the opinions of others by asking people you know (spiritual mentor, family, friends, the grocer, the crossing guard, the librarian, your doctor, your coach, your employer, the barista at Starbucks). Meditate on these definitions. Discuss them with friends, which will give you an opportunity to read a friend’s heart. What common ground can you discover among people with different spiritual beliefs, education, jobs, reading, and entertainment habits?

Exercise: Personal Pyramid

Visualization is always useful. Construct a personal pyramid of poetry, a pyramid that presents all of the reasons you’ve discovered to back up the fact that poetry is important to you. For example, the cornerstones of my personal poetry pyramid are Honesty and Community. From your own cornerstones, erect the pyramid using ten blocks in all, with four blocks as your foundation, three blocks across above it, two blocks in a shelf above that, and one block as your pyramid’s tip. For example:



Intention

Character    Witness

Imagery  Spirituality   Memory

Honesty   Music   Humor   Community



Because we are all connected, you may use some of my pyramid parts, but you might place them in different positions. That’s appropriate. All pyramids are valid, and all of them can change.

Share your pyramids. They’re an opportunity to open up to each other. Discuss what you’ve learned about listening, truth, and prioritizing your concerns. How have the pyramids under discussion added to your expectations? Your writing and spiritual goals? It’s insightful to revisit your pyramids from time to time, for they accurately depict your transformative journey. Tending them reminds you where you’ve been, where you really are, and where you may wish to go.

Collaborative Exercise: Poetry Pros and Cons

Team up with a friend and prepare a five-minute dialogue, with one of you taking a position defending poetry as spiritual practice, and one of you taking the opposite view. You could imagine that you are the host of a radio program interviewing your friend. Each of you should come up with three reasons for the point of view you represent. Discuss what you discover through this modeling/rehearsing. Your friend might argue, for example, that poets make things up or even lie; therefore, they are inappropriate spiritual mentors or guides. Or you might argue, as W. H. Auden once did, that poetry, spiritual or otherwise, makes nothing happen. Another argument you might make? Poetry makes us more compassionate.

Here is a poem by Gretchen Fletcher of Florida about writing poetry:


Fishing

It all starts with a line

whisked from behind

the head, flung far out

across the shoulder to hover

over a pregnant stream

before breaking the surface and sinking,

sinking till thumb-stopped

and set with a backward crank.

Then down there in that black world

a midge-sized feather of an idea

goes to work, looking,

looking for something to use—

some prism-scaled trout, perhaps,

that will land flapping at our feet,

gasping our air with vermillion gills.

Even some ancient algaed boot

Will do, home to worms and leeches,

tailing long untied strings

and strands of water weeds.

Then the process starts

All over with the casting,

casting about for something

to write about line after line,

to the last line.



In this poem, Fletcher suggests that fishing and writing require supreme patience, a giving in to process. The practitioner must discover satisfaction not so much in the end result, but in the act of doing. This requires faith, and all who have faith are really quite brave, are they not?

Here is another poem about poetry. This one is by Dori Appel of Ashland, Oregon.


The Management of Poems

Sometimes you need to outsmart them—

when they lapse into a silent sulk

or become too reasonable or

get puffed up with their cleverness.

Occasionally, they imagine they’ve

arrived through divine inspiration

and sashay through the house

embarrassing everyone, or they go on

a jag with the family albums,

lamenting dead hamsters they never

got to say goodbye to, pissing and

moaning their old regrets.




Those are the times to leave them

to themselves, and go pull weeds.



In this poem, the author’s relationship to the writing of poems seems adversarial, even exasperated. Haven’t we all been there? In fact, this poem is itself a metaphor for its author and her obstacles. As in the Fletcher poem, Appel comes to the realization that great patience is needed, but that sometimes the best way to achieve patience (and complete a poem) is to walk away, to rest, regroup, and redirect energy until the inevitable return to the task. This poem is really a lesson in detachment, in letting go.

Both of these poems, like many other poems about poetry, chronicle a writer’s starts and stops. They bear witness to the poem’s quicksilver nature, to the writer’s frustration and humility. Perhaps most important, they share the experience of making poems and celebrate poetry itself.

David Chase, the creator and producer of the HBO series The Sopranos, was asked in an interview to describe the formal distinctions between his show and shows on network television.

“Network television is all talk,” Chase said. “I think there should be visuals on a show, some sense of mystery to it, connections that don’t add up…. There should be, God forgive me, a little bit of poetry.”

David Chase is nearly right. There should be poetry in everything. But not just a little bit. There should be a lot, and there is. There is poetry in every aspect of our daily lives. We worry that poetry is not useful. We fear it is not practical, that it will somehow turn others against us, that it will impede our day-to-day progress. We are afraid that poetry will somehow get in the way of our life plans.

Yet once we open ourselves anew to poetry, remembering perhaps how sacred poetry defined our earliest moments and experiences, once we retrain our faculties, we discover that we are richer in every way. President John F. Kennedy understood poetry’s importance when he wrote, “When power leads man toward arrogance, poetry reminds him of his limitations…. The artist…becomes the last champion of the individual mind and sensibility against an intrusive society….”

Once you’ve neutralized your poetry fears, once you’ve cleared away your personal obstacles and opened yourself to the promise of a spiritual practice blessed by poetry, you may very well ask yourself, How? How do I proceed? It’s an appropriate question at such a life-turning moment, and it may be answered best by considering the processes of some notable writers.

John Keats, the great English poet who died at age twenty-six in 1821, prepared to write poetry by taking a bath. Afterward, he would dress in his finest clothes, peel and slice an apple, and pour a glass of good red wine. Placing the apple slices and the wine glass just so on his desk, he would sit down, dip his quill in an ink pot, and begin to write.

Despite the fact that he was poor and dying of tuberculosis, Keats wrote until he was too sick to sit up or move his pen across paper. His writing ritual sustained Keats to the end of a brief life in which he never lost the desire to analyze his deepest insights and feelings and communicate them to those close to him, and those who might one day read his verses and letters. On some important, divinely human level, illness did not matter. Even though he would not live long enough to share a life with the woman he loved, he created enduring communication, poems we read and feel and learn from even today. Here is the inspiring conclusion of his long poem Sleep and Poetry:


…from off her throne

She [poetry] overlooked things that I scarce could tell.

The very sense of where I was might well

Keep Sleep aloof: but more than that there came

Thought after thought to nourish up the flame

Within my breast; so that the morning light

Surprised me even from a sleepless night;

And up I rose refreshed, and glad, and gay,

Resolving to begin that very day

These lines; and howsoever they be done,

I leave them as a father does his son.



Poetry’s surprise, its ability to restore us, making us feel “refreshed, and glad, and gay,” is also the gift it gives our spiritual practice.

John Keats shared with all people the desire to find in life the spiritual intimacy that creates successful community and makes living a fully awake life so worthwhile. As a poet, Keats certainly responded to urgency, as in real time rapidly running out, as in recording his words just so, as in making memorable language that both worries and wins over the ear, as well as the heart and mind connected to the ear. He succeeded by reuniting poetry and spirituality, by opening himself up, by attending to detail, which we may assume is a skill he acquired as a medical student. Shaping words into pentameter ballads, sonnets, brief lyrics, and gorgeous meditations, Keats created forms of sound and idea that ring true to this day.


Where’s the Poet?

Where’s the poet? Show him! show him,

Muses nine, that I may know him!

’Tis the man who with a man

Is an equal, be he king,

Or poorest of the beggar-clan,

Or any other wondrous thing

A man may be ’twixt ape and Plato.

’Tis the man who with a bird,

Wren or eagle, finds his way to

All its instincts. He hath heard

The lion’s roaring, and can tell

What his horny throat expresseth,

And to him the tiger’s yell

Comes articulate and presseth

On his ear like mother-tongue.



Emily Dickinson grew up and lived all her life in Amherst, Massachusetts, when that village was one of America’s first cultural centers. Hers was a prominent family, but not so much so that they were set apart from general Amherst life. Dickinson herself was a petite, vivacious girl and woman, probably disappointed in love, definitely a protofeminist, always capable of discovering surprise in the world and being surprising herself. In her drab, long-sleeved dresses, with her hair tied back in a tight bun, she would burst into conversation that must have startled listeners, at times, like heat lightning in a distant summer sky. Bristling with nervous energy, fearful that she would not be able to control herself and thus offend someone, in later years she would sometimes talk to visitors from around the corner of the second-story landing while remaining out of sight.

She wrote wonderful, lively letters, thousands of them, to family members and close friends, and she wrote poems, strange, magnificent verses that stutter, soar, and pierce like no poems ever written before, or since. Growing up under the influence of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s grand philosophical thought, Transcendentalism, Dickinson also learned by heart the effective formal style of New England hymnals (again, poetry as the language of exultation, of prayer), before giving up going to church in her teens. Even so, few poets have ever so diligently and brilliantly braided together poetry and a spiritual practice. Poems were Dickinson’s prayers, her mantras.


Poem #949

Under the Light, yet under,

Under the Grass and the Dirt,

Under the Beetle’s Cellar

Under the Clover’s Root,




Further than Arm could stretch

Were it Giant long,

Further than Sunshine could

Were the Day Year long,




Over the Light, yet over,

Over the Arc of the Bird—

Over the Comet’s chimney—

Over the Cubit’s Head,




Further than Guess can gallop

Further than Riddle ride—

Oh for a Disc to the Distance

Between Ourselves and the Dead!



I adore the nimble balance in this poem of yearning. The poet strives to see the intricate, mysterious connections between people and the rest of the natural world, and between the living and the dead. By capitalizing nouns, by starting every line but the last one with an emphatic, stressed syllable, she instills in her query an urgency that sweeps us up and feels exhilarating. Who wouldn’t want to burrow and soar like…well, like angels!



Surely Emily Dickinson aimed to say it right and be heard. Of her success with the former, there can be no doubt; the latter goal mostly proved elusive in her lifetime. But after her death at age fifty-seven, her sister discovered in her dresser neatly hand-sewn packets of more than 1,700 poems. Though she published only seven poems during her life, it is inconceivable to imagine her living without the daily companionship, the daily discoveries she found in her poetry. It is equally hard to believe that she did not care if her poems ever reached a wide audience. Today a worldwide community, surely larger than Dickinson ever imagined, communes through her poems with her formidable, inspiring spirit.


Poem #1151

Soul, take thy risk,

With Death to be

Were better than be not

With thee



This is poetry as spiritual practice. Though we will never meet the poets we’ve met here in person, they’re available to us as inspiring mentors and spiritual friends. They lift us out of ourselves, transcend self-interest, and make life more meaningful and fun.

In his book The Mastery of Love, the nagual from the Toltec Eagle Knight Lineage, Don Miguel Ruiz, speaks of the “shock that stops love little by little over time.” Specifically, he is talking about a moment when a child is surprised by the actions of a fearsome mother. The child, who is interested only in now, in happiness and play, is hurt by what he perceives as an uncalled-for punishment. The punishment diminishes the child’s innocent awareness, his natural freedom. Poetry recalls and embodies that natural freedom. It restores our connection to innocence. But most of all, poetry is created out of love, which never survives in a vacuum. It springs from the unquenchable desire to learn, to connect with others, to process and transform loneliness. Even if no one ever reads my poem, I imagine someone in the room with me, listening, benefiting. Communicating, after all, is intrinsic to the poet’s calling.
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