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North Country


In the north country now it is spring and there
   is a certain celebration. The thrush
has come home. He is shy and likes the
   evening best, also the hour just before
morning; in that blue and gritty light he
   climbs to his branch, or smoothly
sails there. It is okay to know only
   one song if it is this one. Hear it
rise and fall; the very elements of your soul
   shiver nicely. What would spring be
without it? Mostly frogs. But don’t worry, he

arrives, year after year, humble and obedient
   and gorgeous. You listen and you know
you could live a better life than you do, be
   softer, kinder. And maybe this year you will
be able to do it. Hear how his voice
   rises and falls. There is no way to be
sufficiently grateful for the gifts we are
   given, no way to speak the Lord’s name
often enough, though we do try, and

especially now, as that dappled breast
   breathes in the pines and heaven’s
windows in the north country, now spring has come,
   are opened wide.




Everything


I want to make poems that say right out, plainly,
   what I mean, that don’t go looking for the
laces of elaboration, puffed sleeves. I want to
   keep close and use often words like
heavy, heart, joy, soon, and to cherish
   the question mark and her bold sister

the dash. I want to write with quiet hands. I
   want to write while crossing the fields that are
fresh with daisies and everlasting and the
   ordinary grass. I want to make poems while thinking of
the bread of heaven and the
   cup of astonishment; let them be

songs in which nothing is neglected,
   not a hope, not a promise. I want to make poems
that look into the earth and the heavens
   and see the unseeable. I want them to honor
both the heart of faith, and the light of the world;
   the gladness that says, without any words, everything




Children, It’s Spring


And this is the lady

whom everyone loves,

Ms. Violet

in her purple gown

or, on special occasions,

a dress the color

of sunlight. She sits

in the mossy weeds and waits

to be noticed.

She loves dampness.

She loves attention.

She loves especially

to be picked by careful fingers,

young fingers, entranced

by what has happened

to the world.

We, the older ones,

call it Spring,

and we have been through it

many times.

But there is still nothing

like the children bringing home

such happiness

in their small hands.




Work, Sometimes


I was sad all day, and why not. There I was, books piled

on both sides of the table, paper stacked up, words

falling off my tongue.

The robins had been a long time singing, and now it

was beginning to rain.

What are we sure of? Happiness isn’t a town on a map,

or an early arrival, or a job well done, but good work

ongoing. Which is not likely to be the trifling around

with a poem.

Then it began raining hard, and the flowers in the yard

were full of lively fragrance.

You have had days like this, no doubt. And wasn’t it

wonderful, finally, to leave the room? Ah, what a

moment!

As for myself, I swung the door open. And there was

the wordless, singing world. And I ran for my life.




Hum


What is this dark hum among the roses?
   The bees have gone simple, sipping,
that’s all. What did you expect? Sophistication?
   They’re small creatures and they are
filling their bodies with sweetness, how could they not
   moan in happiness? The little
worker bee lives, I have read, about three weeks.
   Is that long? Long enough, I suppose, to understand
that life is a blessing. I have found them—haven’t you?—
   stopped in the very cups of the flowers, their wings
a little tattered—so much flying about, to the hive,
   then out into the world, then back, and perhaps dancing,
should the task be to be a scout—sweet, dancing bee.
   I think there isn’t anything in this world I don’t
admire. If there is, I don’t know what it is. I
   haven’t met it yet. Nor expect to. The bee is small,
and since I wear glasses, so I can see the traffic and
   read books, I have to
take them off and bend close to study and
   understand what is happening. It’s not hard, it’s in fact
as instructive as anything I have ever studied. Plus, too,
   it’s love almost too fierce to endure, the bee
nuzzling like that into the blouse
   of the rose. And the fragrance, and the honey, and of course
the sun, the purely pure sun, shining, all the while, over
   all of us.




First Happenings


A morning-glory morning with its usual glory,

dawn particularly startling with citrons and

mauves, petunias in the garden flashing their

tender signals of gratitude. The sunflowers

creak in their grass-colored dresses. Cosmos,

the four o’clocks, the sweet alyssum nod to

the roses who so very politely nod back.

And now it is time to go to work. At my desk

I look out over the fluttering petals, little

fires. Each one fresh and almost but not quite

replicable.

Consider wearing such a satisfying body!

Consider being, with your entire self, such

a quiet prayer!




Mysteries, Four of the Simple Ones


How does the seed-grain feel
when it is just beginning to be wheat?

And how does the catbird feel
when the blue eggs break and become little catbirds,

maybe on midsummer night’s eve,
and without fanfare?

And how does the turtle feel as she covers her eggs
with the sweep of her feet,
then leaves them for the world to take care of?

Does she know her accomplishment?

And when the blue heron, beaking his long breast feathers,
sees one feather fall, does he know I will find it?
Will he see me holding it in my hand

as he opens his wings
softly and without a sound—
as he rises and floats over the water?

And this is just any day at the edge of the pond,
a black and leafy pond without a name
until I named it.

And what else can we do when the mysteries present themselves
but hope to pluck from the basket the brisk words
that will applaud them,

the heron, the turtle, the catbird, the seed-grain
kneeling in the dark earth, its body
opening into the golden world?




Holding Benjamin



No use to tell him
that he

and the raccoon are brothers.
You have your soft ideas about nature,

he has others,
and they are full of his

white teeth
and lip that curls, sometimes,

horribly.
You love

this earnest dog,
but also you admire the raccoon

and Lord help you in your place
of hope and improbables.

To the black-masked gray one:
Run! you say,

and just as urgently, to the dog:
Stay!

and he won’t or he will,
depending

on more things than I could name.
He’s sure he’s right

and you, so tangled in your mind,
are wrong,

though patient and pacific.
And you are downcast.

And it’s his eyes, not yours,
that are clear and bright.
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