UUFA Poetry Program

January 20, 2008

Welcome:  (Board member)

Announcements and introduce visitors – Facilitator  (Linda Barnes/Sam Wormley)

Opening words:  “Ars Poetica”   (Archibald MacLeish)         Linda Barnes/Sam Wormley

Chalice lighting:  (Linda/Sam)


Poetry begins in delight and ends in wonder.  Poetry performs the miracle of transforming ideas into a creative form like music, painting, dancing, that can be captured on the written page.  Poetry opens the mind to direct contact with emotion—rather like exposure of skin to burning sun or numbing ice without clothing’s protective intervention.  Unafraid of burning or of numbing, let us open our minds to the transforming energy of poetry:  We light our chalice this morning for the gifts of poetry.

Milestones   (Linda/Sam)

Moment of Silence

Special Music – “Woyayah” – Kitty Fisher & Christine Wilkinson

Presentation:  (Mary)  To begin with, an acknowledgment:  This program grew out of and idea suggested by and worked on three or four years ago with Annette Rowley. 


The title of this program is “Spirituality of Poetry.”  What on earth does that mean?  Well, to be honest, I don’t really remember how this title came to be, but after it got put into the program line-up, it turned out to be a wonderful organizing premise for poems that have touched me in some way and that I want to share with others—with you.  


In my view, spirituality is the characteristic that humans developed because we “ate of the tree of knowledge” as the Genesis myth so quaintly puts it.  As consciousness evolved, so too did appreciation of beauty, awareness and dread of mortality, the ability to look both forward and backward expressed in anticipation and memory, a range of human emotions, and feelings of awe and wonder and powerlessness before the forces of nature.  


We invented spirituality to give the human experience meaning and purpose, and we invented poetry to give voice to that experience.  This morning we will listen to some of those voices.  Let me inject here a small disclaimer.  The types and varieties of poems are endless.  Those chosen for this program tend to be short and accessible on first hearing.  This was necessary since you don’t have the chance to go back and read them again.  But when on your own, don’t avoid longer and more opaque poetry.  Reading something several times, and worrying at it a bit, can yield wonderful new insights not available at first perusal.

Let us begin with a cautionary poem about what we can expect when we either completely embrace or completely reject spirituality:


     “Lifedance”   (Charles Bukowski)

 And now you get in on the act by singing a poem that expresses some of that awareness that comes with human consciousness,  # 17, a setting of words by William Blake.  Stand if you like and are able.

Hymn # 17  “Every Night and Every Morn” – William Blake

Poetry is a marvelous invention used in countless ways. For example, we employ it to


get rid of anger or resentment as Ogden Nash and Devon DeSalva demonstrate:


     Hearts of Gold, or, A Good Excuse Is Worse Than None (Ogden Nash) 


     Snip Your Hair  (Devon DeSalva)

Poetry is sometimes the only way we can express the inexpressible, such as deep, overwhelming love:


     I do not love you…  (Pablo Neruda)


     Sonnet #29  (William Shakespeare) 
 Poetry allows us to express inexpressible grief:


      Martha – (Mary Richards)


      Visitation – (Jeffrey Harrison)

Poetry allows us to face the irremediable – the regret expressed in this poem by Robert Hayden:


      Those Winter Sundays – (Robert Hayden)  

Poetry helps us confront the unthinkable as these two poems do—the first directly, the second by implication:


    Dreamers  -- (Siegfried Sassoon – 1919)   


    War – (Grace Paley) 
Poetry has been recruited to the cause of glorifying and justifying war as well,  as we see in a bit of doggerel that each of us knows by heart 


    The Star Spangled Banner   Francis Scott Key

And we see that same fervor in the sentiment found in hymn #119, 

Hymn:  # 119 – “Once to Every Soul and Nation” - James Russell Lowell
     

Poetry can also inspire the patriotic fervor  of the reformer’s zeal:


     Jerusalem – (William Blake)   

Certainly the spirituality of poetry helps us in coming to terms with mortality, as in these three very different poems


    The Second Half  -- (Ric Masten)  


     Forgetfulness – (Billy Collins)
     


    When Death Comes – (Mary Oliver) 

Poetry creates new views of everyday existence that make us see things in a new light:


     The Honeymoon is Over – (Judity Viorst) 


      Her First Week – (Sharon Olds)  

      Follower – (Seamus Heaney) 
Poems at their most spiritual express our admiration and awe before the grand spectacle of the physical universe, from the common and unremarkable pieces of everyday experience to the endless reaches of space:


     The Varieties of Insect Speech – (Bill Holm) 

     Beans – (Mary Oliver) 


     By Morning – (May Swenson)


     Sleep – (Todd Davis)


     Sunset --  (Rainer Maria Rilke) 

     Earth – (?)  --
   


And poetry enables us to contemplate the human condition with hope and to celebrate human accomplishment:


     De profundis – Christina Rossetti  


     This Heavy Craft – P.K. Page


      I Think Continually of Those Who Were Truly Great – Stephen Spender  

#288 – “All Are Architects of Fate”  Henry Wadsworth Longfellow  
Closing Poem – “The Peace of Wild Things” – Wendell Berry (MER)

Closing words:  Mary Oliver tells us: “Poetry is a river; many voices travel in it; poem after poem moves along in the exciting crests and falls of the river waves.  None is timeless; each arrives in a historical context; almost everything, in the end, passes.  But the desire to make a poem, and the world’s willingness to receive it—indeed, the world’s need of it—these never pass.” Let us leave this place prepared to receive the river of poetry into our lives, so that it may sustain us until we meet again.

