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Poetry and Being

An exploration of how engaging deeply with poetry can assist in an understanding of our inner 
world, of what can support our search for self-understanding, inner harmony and divine guidance.  

Poetry and Being 2
Doing: action, performance, productivity, rational analysis, IQ…. 

Being: Intuition, mindfulness, creativity, presence, essence, emotional intelligence



4/ R.S. Thomas (1913-2000)
“But, the silence in the mind”
 
But the silence in the mind  
is when we live best, within  
listening distance of the silence  
we call God. This is the deep  
calling to deep of the psalm- 
writer, the bottomless ocean. 
We launch the armada of 
our thoughts on, never arriving. 
 
It is a presence, then, 
whose margins are our margins; 
that calls us out over our 
own fathoms. What to do  
but draw a little nearer to  
such ubiquity by remaining still?

Questions 
  
*What is it about this poem that strikes a chord in the 
contemplative mind?   

*How does the language in this poem work to STILL and 
engage our responses?  

*Can poetry come close to being like a Mantra?  
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H8v-uc-DI7g


Mary Oliver (1935-2019) 

and I think of each life as a flower, as common 
as a field daisy, and as singular, 
  
and each name a comfortable music in the mouth, 
tending, as all music does, toward silence, 
  
and each body a lion of courage, and something 
precious to the earth. 
  
When it’s over, I want to say all my life 
I was a bride married to amazement. 
I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 
  
When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder 
if I have made of my life something par@cular, and real. 
  
I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened, 
or full of argument. 
  
I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world. 
and I think of each life as a flower, as common 
as a field daisy, and as singular, 
  
and each name a comfortable music in the mouth, 
tending, as all music does, toward silence, 
  
and each body a lion of courage, and something 
precious to the earth. 
  
When it’s over, I want to say all my life 
I was a bride married to amazement. 
I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 
  
When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder 
if I have made of my life something par@cular, and real. 
  
I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened, 
or full of argument. 
  
I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world. •

“When death comes”, in the face of her fear, affirms her 
wish, in simple language and image to be a “bride married 
to amazement”, which in some way comes close to Thich 
Nhat Hanh’s confidence in the power of aHen@on.  

“When death comes” 
  
When death comes 
like the hungry bear in autumn; 
when death comes and takes all the bright coins from his purse 
  
to buy me, and snaps the purse shut; 
when death comes 
like the measle-pox 
  
when death comes 
like an iceberg between the shoulder blades, 
  
I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering: 
what is it going to be like, that coHage of darkness? 
  
And therefore I look upon everything 
as a brotherhood and a sisterhood, 
and I look upon @me as no more than an idea, 
and I consider eternity as another possibility, 
  

and I think of each life as a flower, as common 
as a field daisy, and as singular, 
  
and each name a comfortable music in the mouth, 
tending, as all music does, toward silence, 
  
and each body a lion of courage, and something 
precious to the earth. 
  
When it’s over, I want to say all my life 
I was a bride married to amazement. 
I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 
  
When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder 
if I have made of my life something par@cular, and real. 
  
I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened, 
or full of argument. 
  
I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world. 

Q. “I was a bride married to amazement.” 
Does Oliver’s poem enact this wish for the reader? If so, how?



T.S. Eliot (1888-1965)
From “Little Gidding” in Four Quartets

Since our concern was speech, and speech impelled us 
To purify the dialect of the tribe 
And urge the mind to aPersight and foresight, 
Let me disclose the giPs reserved for age 
To set a crown upon your life@me's effort. 
First, the cold fric@on of expiring sense 
Without enchantment, offering no promise 
But biHer tastelessness of shadow fruit 
As body and soul begin to fall asunder. 
Second, the conscious impotence of rage 
At human folly, and the lacera@on 
Of laughter at what ceases to amuse. 
And last, the rending pain of re-enactment 
Of all that you have done, and been; the shame 
Of things ill done and done to others' harm 
Which once you took for exercise of virtue. 
Then fools' approval s@ngs, and honour stains. 
From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit 
Proceeds, unless restored by that refining fire 
Where you must move in measure, like a dancer." 
The day was breaking. In the disfigured street 
He leP me, with a kind of valedic@on, 
And faded on the blowing of the horn. 

from Sec@on V 
  
With the drawing of this love and the voice of this Calling  

We shall not cease from explora@on 
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first @me. 
Through the unknown, unremembered gate 
When the last of earth leP to discover 
Is that which was the beginning; 
At the source of the longest river 
The voice of the hidden waterfall 
And the children in the apple-tree 

Not known, because not looked for 
But heard, half-heard, in the s@llness 
Between two waves of the sea. 
Quick now, here, now, always-- 
A condi@on of complete simplicity 
(Cos@ng not less than everything) 
And all shall be well and 
All manner of thing shall be well 
When the tongues of flames are in-folded 
Into the crowned knot of fire 
And the fire and the rose are one. 

“LiHle Gidding”- from Sec@on II  

T.S. Eliot in “LiHle Gidding”, describes the complexity and pain of old age 
and what is needed, through poetry, to bring about a transforma@on, a 
metanoia. Like W.B. Yeats in “Sailing to Byzan@um”, for T.S. Eliot, poetry, 
art, in touch with the mys@cal dimension, can bring about a deliverance 
from loss of Being.  
  

Q. How does Eliot use references to “fire” to bring his experience into sharp focus? 



Gerard Manley Hopkins  1844-1889

“The Windhover” 
I caught this morning morning's minion, king-   
  dom of daylight's dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding   
  Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding   
High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing   
In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing, 
  As a skate's heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding   
  Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding   
S@rred for a bird,—the achieve of; the mastery of the thing!   
   
Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here   
  Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion 
Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!   
   
  No wonder of it: shéer plód makes plough down sillion   
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,   
  Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermillion.  
  

Gerard Manley Hopkins in his “The Windhover” through his 
exci<ng remaking of the English language (rhythmically, 
imagis<cally, aurally) carries himself and us into the amazing 
heart of crea<on embodied in a bird, and then sucks that 
whole experience into himself and finds in that moment of 
incandescense the vital embodiment of divine energies, of 
Christ.  

Does Hopkins’s poem enact the 
experience he is describing?  
Does it enable us to share his 

moment of transfigured vision? 



William Wordsworth (1770-1850)  
“Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, On Revisiting the Banks of the Wye during a Tour. 

July 13, 1798” 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YTnU2h4A0SY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AAarwG3Jj8c


Five years have past; five summers, with the length 
Of five long winters! and again I hear 
These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs 
With a soft inland murmur.—Once again 
Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs, 
That on a wild secluded scene impress 
Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect 
The landscape with the quiet of the sky. 
The day is come when I again repose 
Here, under this dark sycamore, and view 
These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts, 
Which at this season, with their unripe fruits, 
Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves 
'Mid groves and copses. Once again I see 
These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines 
Of sportive wood run wild: these pastoral farms, 
Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke 
Sent up, in silence, from among the trees! 
With some uncertain notice, as might seem 
Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods, 
Or of some Hermit's cave, where by his fire 
The Hermit sits alone. 

These beauteous forms, 
Through a long absence, have not been to me 
As is a landscape to a blind man's eye: 
But oft, in lonely rooms, and 'mid the din 
Of towns and cities, I have owed to them, 
In hours of weariness, sensations sweet, 
Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart; 
And passing even into my purer mind 
With tranquil restoration:—feelings too 
Of unremembered pleasure: such, perhaps, 
As have no slight or trivial influence 
On that best portion of a good man's life, 
His little, nameless, unremembered, acts 
Of kindness and of love. Nor less, I trust, 

Questions 
  
*How powerful is this depiction of transformed state of mind?  
*Can the depiction deepen our understanding of what might be necessary for contemplative practice- ( if indeed we do feel it as necessary)?  
*Does such a poem embody or enact such a practice?  
*Is it like listening to music and being deeply stilled? 
*What is it in the language, in the imagery, rhythm and music of the words that brings these opening stanzas of the poem to such a rich conclusion?  

To them I may have owed another gift, 
Of aspect more sublime; that blessed mood, 
In which the burthen of the mystery, 
In which the heavy and the weary weight 
Of all this unintelligible world, 
Is lightened:—that serene and blessed mood, 
In which the affections gently lead us on,— 
Until, the breath of this corporeal frame 
And even the motion of our human blood 
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep 
In body, and become a living soul: 
While with an eye made quiet by the power 
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy, 
We see into the life of things. 

Key Q. What does Wordsworth reach through his poem and how does he reach it? 



George Herbert (1593-1633)“The Altar”
'The Altar'

A broken A L T A R, Lord, thy servant reares,
Made of a heart, and cemented with teares:

Whose parts are as thy hand did frame;
No workmans tool hath touch’d the same.

A    H E A RT    alone
Is   such     a  stone,
As       nothing    but
Thy   pow’r doth cut.
Wherefore each part
Of  my   hard    heart
Meets in this frame*,
To  praise thy Name;

That, if I chance to hold my peace,
These stones to praise thee may not cease.

O let thy blessed S A C R I F I C E be mine,
And sanctifie this A L T A R to be thine.

George Herbert in his shaped poem “The Altar” visually represents 
his yearning for a secure connec@on to the Being he senses at the 
core of his life and in the process displays the acute challenges he 
faces and discovers a possible way through.    
   

Q. How does the shape of this poem help to reinforce the experience dramatised in the poem? 
Why is the 4th last line so significant to the event? 



William Butler Yeats (1865-1939)
“Sailing to Byzantium”

I 
  
That is no country for old men. The young 
In one another's arms, birds in the trees, 
—Those dying genera@ons—at their song, 
The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas, 
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long 
Whatever is begoHen, born, and dies. 
Caught in that sensual music all neglect 
Monuments of unageing intellect. 
  
  
II 
  
An aged man is but a paltry thing, 
A taHered coat upon a s@ck, unless 
Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing 
For every taHer in its mortal dress, 
Nor is there singing school but studying 
Monuments of its own magnificence; 
And therefore I have sailed the seas and come 
To the holy city of Byzan@um. 

  

III 
  
O sages standing in God's holy fire 
As in the gold mosaic of a wall, 
Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre, 
And be the singing-masters of my soul. 
Consume my heart away; sick with desire 
And fastened to a dying animal 
It knows not what it is; and gather me 
Into the ar@fice of eternity. 
  
  
IV 
  
Once out of nature I shall never take 
My bodily form from any natural thing, 
But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make 
Of hammered gold and gold enamelling 
To keep a drowsy Emperor awake; 
Or set upon a golden bough to sing 
To lords and ladies of Byzan@um 
Of what is past, or passing, or to come. 

T.S. Eliot in “LiHle Gidding”, describes the complexity and pain of old age and what is 
needed, through poetry, to bring about a transforma@on, a metanoia. Like W.B. Yeats in 
“Sailing to Byzan@um”, for T.S. Eliot, poetry, art, in touch with the mys@cal dimension, can 
bring about a deliverance from loss of Being.  

Q. How is poetry the answer to Yeats’ quest for Being? 



Gerard Manley Hopkins  1844-1889
“Spring and Fall” 

  

to a young child 
  
Márgarét, áre you gríeving 
Over Goldengrove unleaving? 
Leáves, like the things of man, you 
With your fresh thoughts care for, can you? 
Ah! ás the heart grows older 
It will come to such sights colder 
By and by, nor spare a sigh 
Though worlds of wanwood leafmeal lie; 
And yet you will weep and know why. 
Now no maHer, child, the name: 
Sórrow's spríngs áre the same. 
Nor mouth had, no nor mind, expressed 
What heart heard of, ghost guessed: 
It ís the blight man was born for, 
It is Margaret you mourn for. 

Hopkins again,  in “Spring and Fall” to a 
young child confronts himself and us with 
the sobering image of a grief-stricken 
child who foreshadows the loss of Being 
that we are all in quest of. 


