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FOREWORD

James Crews is a clear and tender poet. He is in the lineage of those who believe that we all are poets when loved or worn into being authentic. Poets such as Walt Whitman, Rainer Maria Rilke, Pablo Neruda, William Stafford, Stanley Kunitz, Galway Kinnell, Jane Kenyon, Sharon Olds, and Naomi Shihab Nye. This is the poetry that sustains us because the life of expression is constantly healing. This opens everyone to a deeper practice than just arranging words on a page. This is the poetry that rises from the inner life to shape the outer life. This is the poetry that saves us each time we stumble and fall.

Ultimately, art that matters issues from the common well of our humanity, revealing our universal experience through our very personal experience, if we can be searingly honest in our giving and endlessly tender in our receiving. James does both. The poems alone in this collection are poignant, precise, and life-giving. But the commitment to our common journey has stirred James to go even further by adding a reflection and a writing prompt after each poem, as a way to encourage your own expression and growth.

And so, Unlocking the Heart is not a set of instructions but an offering of lyrical thresholds which, by their gentle truth, invite us into the wisdom of our own journey. I encourage you to take your time in reading and writing your way through this book. I encourage you further to bring what you find to friends and strangers alike. For we need to travel in the lineage of honest company, if we are to find each other. As James affirms in lines from his poems, “We are changed by the smallest gestures… [so] open your hand and trust whatever lands there.”

With thanks to poets like James Crews, we can enter this journey to the heart of living, that is both timeless and immediate, and meet each other there.

—Mark Nepo
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INTRODUCTION What Brings You Alive


I began writing poems in the third grade when my teacher, Mrs. Brown, required us to memorize and recite a new poem every week. Though I was a shy and introverted kid, I somehow worked up the courage to approach her desk, and asked if I could write and recite my own poems to the class. Mrs. Brown’s eyes lit up, and she clapped her hands as my face turned a deep shade of red. “Yes!” she said, drawing the curious glances of my classmates. I don’t know what strange call led me to her desk that day, or what gave me the bravery to stand up in front of everyone at the end of the week and share the poem I had written, “An Ode to Summer.” But I still remember friends coming up to me during lunch and recess, confessing how much they had enjoyed my poem, surprised that I could write like that. Seeing other people react to something I’d made myself out of nothing but my own thoughts and words planted a seed in me that would keep me writing in the years to come, in spite of the fears and doubts that so often accompany the process.

I strive to write poems that anyone can enter because I see writing as the ultimate healing practice. Some of us may not be experienced writers, but most of us can write, and have even tried our hand at poetry at some point. Like the late poet William Stafford, I believe we are all born poets, with the ability to see the world in fresh and exciting ways. Because we’re often not encouraged to keep flexing this muscle, and because many of us have been discouraged at certain points in our lives, we forget that our imagination remains available to us, and is always making new connections. The pressure to find safety and financial stability can also make us turn from our dreams. Even as recently as a few years ago, I took an office job that simply wasn’t right for me, believing I needed to be more practical and responsible. I gave up the time I usually spend delightedly scrawling in my notebook each morning to drive over an hour to a stuffy, lightless cubicle. Almost instantly, I began losing my hair, my skin broke out, and a depression descended that kept me in bed for a week. What saved me was poetry, realizing that I needed that time and space in my life to release all that was inside. If we want to be creative, self-compassionate, and mindful beings in this world, and I believe we all do, then we need the permission to choose what brings us alive over and over, knowing we deserve the deep joy of self-expression. But we don’t need to quit our jobs or change our lives completely to do that. As I made more space for words to pass through me and onto the page, it became clear that it takes so little each day to keep the creative spark lit. I hope that some of the poems gathered here can become faithful companions on whatever journey you might face, helping to the light the way.

Poetry can be the gateway to any creativity. You might read one of the poems in this book and suddenly recover a memory you had no idea you still had. You might be inspired to paint, knit, or call a friend you haven’t spoken to in years. Reading or writing a poem can help us step outside of daily life for a few shining moments and look at our world as an observer. We see once-familiar things and people with fresh eyes, finding new images and insights to carry with us. In one of the poems in this book, for example, I write about a summer afternoon spent with my husband, Brad, on the couch. Nothing really happens in the poem, but by taking down all the images that called to me—the peach waiting on the counter for the “kiss of the knife,” the hairs on his arm gone golden from hours in the sun—I realized how grateful I felt for these few plain hours together when it was too hot to do much else.

Poetry invites us to meet every moment with vulnerability and a clear heart, but it’s not always an easy or comfortable way to move through life. Maybe, like me, you have those days when simply opening the door and exposing yourself to other people feels painful, almost impossible. We are bound to feel overwhelmed at times by this noisy, demanding world of ours, yet my hope is that the poems, reflections, and writing prompts in Unlocking the Heart allow you to slow down and step out of worry and anxiety for at least a few minutes, able to take a deeper breath. You might read one entry a day as part of your morning routine, or keep the book on the bedstand at night to absorb before sleep.

My intention is that in reading these poems and reflections, many of which were written during the most challenging times of my life, you will see them as openings into your own experience and invitations to hold both the sorrows and joys at once. Because I trust that we all have access to the renewing powers of writing, I have included reflections and prompts throughout the book that you may use as part of your own journaling or spiritual practice. As you read these, feel free to let your mind run wild in its own directions, even beyond the prompts I provide, and don’t worry about writing in a “right” or “wrong” way. This book is not just for poets or writers, but for anyone looking to lead a more courageous and present life. Let the images and scenes in these poems help guide you through the ordinary blessings and obstacles of each new day. Let them become friends when you find yourself confused about where to turn, or feel alone in your pain. Above all, let them point the way to the small things that bring you alive because, as the Reverend Howard Thurman once famously said, “What the world needs is people who have been brought alive.” Your heart may feel broken, but we can make it a daily practice to love the world and ourselves, gently unlocking each of the closed doors inside us.

—James Crews
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PART ONE Poems for Courage and Vulnerability



What if joy, instead of refuge or relief from heartbreak, is what effloresces from us as we help each other carry our heartbreaks?

—Ross Gay
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Kintsugi


Anyone who loves someone else

already has a broken heart.

It’s the law: If you want that light

to flood your body, you must

expose the scars through which

it pours, for they are the source

of your beauty and strength.

Think of the Japanese who fill

the cracks in a ceramic bowl

with pure gold, not only flaunting

those so-called flaws, but also

making each one a priceless vein

through which light now moves.
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It can seem as if we were shaped so tenderly and carefully by some unseen hand, only to be thrust into the kiln-like fires of life.

Losses, illness, and deep disappointment can harden us against life until we grow bitter and brittle, never wanting to let love in again. Yet it is a law that we must lead ourselves—or be led—into risk and discomfort to learn what we are capable of holding. We must pass through the fire before we can fulfill our destiny of acting as a vessel, allowing ourselves to be filled over and over by what the world offers, and giving it back as often as we can.

In my own life, each trip through the fire has left me both drained and somehow stronger, in spite of the countless scars that have also appeared. I have had to surrender to the process of being made into something new that is imperfect compared to the vision I once had for myself. I must admit that when my father died at the young age of 43, and when a longtime partner left me a few years later, I did not make it out of those fires fully intact. I was cracked down the middle several times, unable to hold anything or anyone properly for a long time after. Yet time also mends, and over the years, I have opened to the truth of our essential brokenness because I understand that we are whole and complete just as we are, no matter the so-called flaws. I know that, as my poet-friend Heather Swan has pointed out: “It is at the edge of damage that beauty is honed.”

In fact, it was Heather who first explained to me the Japanese practice of kintsugi—filling the cracks in a ceramic bowl with gold, highlighting the supposed failures, while at the same time making the bowl stronger and more valuable. Since then, I have learned to tend my own damage in this way. Instead of covering up my scars, which never works, or pretending they don’t exist, I show them to others who have earned my trust. I choose to see each one as beautiful and necessary, part of what has made me wiser and more compassionate, part of what allows me to keep loving in spite of it all.
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INVITATION FOR WRITING & REFLECTION

Do you feel as if the fires you’ve had to pass through over the years have left you broken open, but somehow stronger? What scars have you chosen to keep hidden, and how might you highlight them now for yourself so they shine like priceless veins of gold in a mended bowl?












The Eyes of the Heart


If you keep your eyes open,

you will see the carpet of dandelions

spread across the greening yard,

and a grateful bee rolling in the petals

of each one. You will see the pollen

gathered in sacs on the back legs

of a bumblebee, but you must keep

the eyes of the heart open to feel

the need that drives the hovering body

from flower to flower. You must sense

with a wise heart the wild desire

of a dandelion’s taproot to stay alive.

Even with its leaves and blooms

ripped away, still the root remains,

clinging to soil as you hold fast

to what feeds your heart too, refusing

to let go, though others beg you,

though they tug and tug.
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Most of us know what it feels like not to see with the eyes of the heart.

Our lives often train us and tug us toward so-called rational choices that may take us away from what we truly love. And we too, feeling the pull of logic and thinking with our heads, may talk ourselves out of what feeds us, believing that life’s true callings are duty and responsibility to others only. I know what it is like to live with the eyes of the heart shut tightly against the world, just going through the motions, dwelling on the surface of things, without the devotion that lets us look harder and feel into the lives around us. I remember working a demoralizing office job not long after graduate school, tucked inside my cubicle, doing good work that simply was not right for me. Every day I woke with a longing to stay at my desk and write, pouring my heart out onto the notebook page in front of me, watching rain caress the limbs of the maples outside my window. Yet instead of finding a way to listen to the deeper call of my creativity, I lost hope, lost heart, and turned off that part of myself to keep showing up at a job I could not stand, in a place that never felt like home.

Eventually, I felt my eyes pried open to the beauty of the world again. I began to “see small” once more, paying close enough attention for my life to speak to me, for my poetry to teach me how I needed to live. But I soon realized this would not be enough. For me to live more fully in the timeless flow of each day, I would need to see with the eyes of the heart that always guides us where we need to go. And so began a lifelong practice of immersing myself in the world at hand, in the people in my direct orbit, and in the living beings of nature all around me. We can see the details of dandelions, for instance, and even describe them quite beautifully, but we cross a necessary threshold when we feel our way into the heart of that flower we call a weed and notice the bumblebee with its pollen sacs on each leg. We awaken when we see the life at play in everything. This is not a practice we can master, but one that we must return to again and again, whenever we feel ourselves peeled away from what’s essential to us, what fuels us. We can forget that we carry nature’s resilience within us too, and that we are allowed to listen to the intuitive, heart-centered voice that leads us toward what we need, no matter what others might say. If you’ve found something that brings you to life, don’t listen to those well-meaning people whose own hearts may be locked up and blocked from their truest joy. Listen to yourself and choose over and over to see with the eyes of your own heart, refusing to let go of what calls to you, what feels like home.
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INVITATION FOR WRITING & REFLECTION

Write about all the specific things you see when you pay deeper attention and keep your eyes open to the small. Then write what you see with the eyes of the heart, what feels true to you about the world, even if you can’t logically prove it. You might begin with the phrase, “If I keep my eyes open…” and see where that carries you.












The World Loves You Back


Even if no one ever touched you

with the tenderness you needed,

believe that the world’s been

holding you in its arms since

the day you were born. You are

not an accident, or afterthought.

Let rain on the roof remind you.

Let sun on the skin, and the neon-

orange of the Mexican sunflower

at which a hummingbird pauses

to drink. There are so many ways

to hold and be held, and you

could spend your whole life

tallying them up, without ever

reaching the end of the list.
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Most of us probably grew up without certain things we needed—not enough tenderness or touch, not enough encouragement or attention.

And yet, here we are, still able to feel moments of presence and joy, able to see the many ways we choose to hold and be held by the world. This poem expresses something that I have been trying to say for well over a decade, when these words first started stirring in me while on a solo writing retreat at the Oregon coast. When we can allow the very simple things around us to offer themselves to our attention, we gain brief access to qualities that can seem so fleeting, but are no less necessary—wonder and awe, courage and a useful vulnerability. Yet we gain a fuller presence in the world only by staying open to it, accepting the exposure that comes with letting ourselves be touched by this intimacy with everything and everyone around us. The sound of rain on the roof then becomes an ancient lullaby; the feel of sun on the skin turns into a blessing we happily accept. Perhaps our task while here is to spend our lives tallying up all the ways we feel held by this physical world and all of the things we love about it, so that it becomes more difficult to lose sight of our aliveness and the gift of one more day on Earth.
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INVITATION FOR WRITING & REFLECTION

What are some of the ways the world reminds you that you too belong here? What specific things ground you in your life and offer you the courage and bravery to stay open, in spite of the ways you might have been harmed in the past?
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Hermit Thrushes at Dusk


The long summer day’s gone quiet at last

in the open-air cathedral of the woods,

yet still I hear the hermit thrushes unraveling

their complex calls, like someone running

a finger along the rim of a wineglass

over and over, out in the trees, their music

made more precious by the silence

surrounding it, more necessary by the worry

that encircled me all day, keeping me

from this world I love. I listen, freeing myself

from the tangled roots of a fear

that’s not my own, and drink in those clear

liquid notes like a medicine, a message

I have craved my whole life without knowing:

Let go of all that you no longer need.

This is how you heal, using your body to sing.
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When we are exhausted, perhaps from tending the needs of others, one of the best gifts we can offer ourselves is simple presence, an opening of the senses.

We forget that mindfulness is available at all times, and when we attune our attention to the world again, we find ourselves more in touch with life, our bodies beginning to calm. If we’ve been going at a speed that feels unsustainable, against our own slower nature, then stillness will likely feel hard to embrace at first. We may have to ease ourselves into it, like slipping into the cooler water of a pool. This was certainly true for me on the summer day I describe here, when I finally sat down long enough to listen to the hermit thrushes calling to each other in the woods around my house at dusk. The song of these birds has become a kind of soundtrack for my summers in Vermont, yet this was a season of caregiving and overcommitment with work. I had strayed so far from the habits of self-care that taking even five minutes for myself before preparing dinner seemed like a radical act that made me jittery and restless. Luckily, I remembered—while hearing that music through the windows, watching sunlight fade through the trees—that if I sat through this discomfort, eventually I would reach the place of peace that waits on the other side of any agitation.

There is a kind of body-and-soul relief that falls over us when we take the time we need to heal from moving too fast through the world, from caring too much for others. As I remind myself over and over, it doesn’t take much to come back to center. Often, it’s deciding to sit and write that allows me to see why I’ve become so distracted in the first place. As soon as we feel the pull to pick up our devices, send one more email, finish one more task before the end of the day, maybe we can ask ourselves: What simple thing will give me pleasure right now and make me feel more alive? Stepping into what we have right here is the gateway to presence, joy, and creativity. That’s when we begin to use our bodies to sing, healing from the rush and busyness that easily overtake us.
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INVITATION FOR WRITING & REFLECTION

Even if you don’t feel that you have the time, try to set aside just five minutes (or more) to listen to your world, to open your senses to what is around you. What do you notice? What helps you heal from the harmful speeds at which we so often move through life? You might start with the phrase, “This is how I heal…” and see what feels true for you.
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