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Letter from the Editors
Amber Ellis
This issue of Chrysalis Journal is volunteer-run, and it would not be
published if we hadn’t had such a generous team of talented reviewers. Thank
you so much to our editorial team including Meg Grant, Sonja Swift, Jeanne
Fielder, Laurie Baron, Carol Bonura, Leah Perez, and to TLA Network
coordinator Teri Grunthaner for helping set up our new system.
Amber Ellis, Managing Editor
This issue, I write to you all from a space of gratitude. Gratitude for the
gorgeous spring weather in New England this year, mild and pleasant.
Gratitude for the extra space and extra sleep in my life at this point. Last
issue, I was post-partum, just recovering from the birth of my fourth child.
That child now mostly sleeps through the night, and often enjoys playing with
her big brothers for short periods, giving me a little space to think and do
chores, and write; meaning, I no longer have to edit chrysalis from my bed at
midnight typing as gingerly as possible so as to not rouse the snoozing babe.
What freedom!
With a third year under our belts, the other editors and I were able to
streamline the entire process, cutting our editorial time down to one third of
what it took in previous years. We had a solid team of six readers who
volunteered because the power of words was worth their sacrificed time. All
went well and smoothly. Three years in, and it is still an immense privilege to
be the lead editor of Chrysalis Journal. I am still learning and growing in my
understanding of what it takes to edit with compassion, kindness, and
patience, as well as with a firm and steady eye for quality and meaning. Our
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goal at Chrysalis is special; it’s different from other literary journals, and I’d
like to talk a little about how we select and edit submissions.
While reading, we look for not only high quality, clear writing, but also
complete thinking, and meaning that reaches out from the merely personal
gratification of the putting down of words. We seek pieces that can model
new modalities of using language as a change agent, and can act as another
prime example of how transformative the written, spoken, and sung word is
to individuals and to communities at large. Our eye is always directed toward
deep thinking about the function of process and how TLA works and
why. While editing selected pieces, our goal is to help produce a stellar
collection of TLA related writing that can create a picture of how TLA is a
change agent in the world.
It is with pleasure that I offer this new issue to you, reader, full of reflection
and great ideas about how you might use the power of words to work with
others, and to do some weeding out of your own life.
~ Amber Ellis, I.M.A. – TLA
Summaries of the pieces Amber edited:
“The Mourning After” by Melissa Rose is a public performance piece that
is meant to open up dialogue surrounding rape from both the female and the
male perspectives, which it does so successfully that it squelches any ember of
argument and instead inspires quite thoughtful reflection and conversation
about culture.
“From Wishing for Repose” by Timothy Johnson features a small
collection of dually-written of poems that break down our entitled,
proprietary idea of authorship, while building up a solid theory behind how to
keep the fire of friendship going across a country and through marriage and
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child-rearing, when life gets so busy one nary has time to think let alone
connect with a long-lost friend.
“Dragon” by Susan Shepler goes into the shadow world of Jung and uses
concrete poetry play to both mimic and undo archetypes in her life.
“Writing Grief” by Vicki Mayk takes us through her journey discovering
the transformative possibilities of handling grief head on with paper and pen.
This narrative is very useful and has great ideas for workshop in populations
that would benefit from grief writing.
Lisa McIvor, Co-Editor
Hi Dear Readers,
It’s fascinating how a certain project always begins with expectations of
how the work will go, what the process and outcome will be. As I began my
second year with Chrysalis for issue 3, I knew that the collaborative process
of editing with Amber and Sandy would be an awesome experience. Going
forward with the support and help of our readers,I was quite sure the process
would be enjoyable and rewarding. And this was indeed true. But as my day
job didn’t allow me to sit down to work on Chrysalis until late in the evenings,
I often settled down in front of my computer at 10 p.m., rumpled and tired,
but would end up feeling so energized. As the submissions came in, this
quiet time of reading and editing became one of my favorite times of the
day. I would begin reading one of my assigned articles, and find myself
moved to tears, the words of the author resonating, giving me some new
understanding of TLA that I had never considered before.
Each one of our featured authors touches on an aspect of
Transformational Language Arts as heart work that rests at the very essence
of who we are as people, as individuals and in relationship. Each one
3
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imparts a valuable understanding of what possibilities the practice of TLA
could mean for ourselves, our communities and for our world.
~ Lisa
Summaries of the pieces Lisa edited:
“A Conversation on Right Livelihood and Transformative Language Arts
with Laura Packer and Caryn Mirriam Goldberg” by Caryn MirriamGoldberg: This article is a wonderful exploration of how the Buddhist idea of
Right Livelihood, which is part of the eightfold path, speaks to the practice of
Transformative Language Arts. Laura and Caryn’s conversations weaves
through a discussion of how the work they are each called to do in world
impacts their view of the themselves and the world, and is connected to a
sense of calling. As Laura says at the beginning of the piece, “she is
nourished and transformed by her work every day…her work is synonymous
with living, because story is everywhere.”
And Caryn adds that, “What we “do” colors not just our workaday life, but
how we perceive ourselves, our communities, and our potential to change.”
Touching on the delicate issue of compensation, both Caryn and Laura
remind us of the need to recognize the value of our work, and that this is
integral to our being faithful to our own self-care and our own self-worth.
As Laura writes, “When I remember to financially value my own work, I am
not only telling myself that what I do is worthwhile, I am also telling the rest
of the world that art matters.”
“Let The River Take Me” by Joanna Tebbs-Young: Joanna writes
eloquently of her experience facilitating “Therapeutic/Self-Discovery
Workshops at Turning Point, a safe gathering place for those in
recovery. Her workshop, entitled, “ Voice Quest: Writing Yourself Home,”
follows the mythic journey of the hero, and she expounds beautifully of the
4
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journey of self discovery, not only for the participants she serves, but also for
herself as facilitator. As she writes, “During the past seven years, I have
learned that through writing, if given time and space and a sense of safety,
anyone can begin to find the love, the belonging, the confidence, the ability to
see things from a new perspective that is essential to a meaningful
life. Through the sharing of stories, of experience, of hurt and pains, of
confusions and grief, and joys and dreams, we can begin to understand that
underneath it all we all have similar fears and needs. We may be “inrecovery,” or “at risk,” but we don’t have to recover or risk it alone.”
“Turning” by Barbara Asen: In this poignant piece, Barbara leads us on a
lyrical journey that is equal parts letter to her beloved niece and poetic
meditation of moving through the later years of our lives. As she writes, “…I
was touched by the inclusion of all beings in the movement of time, the
process of changing, of dying, of evolving together.”
Barbara captures the sense of gentle balance of navigating change, her
poem as carefully and beautifully crafted as the steps needed to meet the
seasons of our own lives with gracefulness and gratitude. She speaks to this
process, connecting it to the power of TLA on page 2 of her essay, where she
writes, “It startled and delighted me to find I could go further, or indeed,
stay open, curious and allow a full unfolding of the creation coming through
me. I believe that is the essence of my fascination—not whether I may be
called a “songwriter,” but how we can invite and manifest and honor creative
energy in its play. My Transformational Language Arts friends and colleagues
consider how our creative work transforms self and society; this experience
has moved and emboldened me to sing spirit through words and new forms,
with new wonder and new possibilities.”
Sandy Henneberger, co-editor
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Family health issues have necessitated me stepping down June 2016. This
is my last time co-editing Chrysalis. I have really enjoyed working with two
great women, on our team of three co-editors. The process of putting
together Issue 3 has been educational and challenging.
Summaries of pieces Sandy edited:
“Coping Through Connections: Faith, Rationality, and Poetry” by Roy
Beckemeyer: This is a discussion of how a poem reveals and makes clear
hidden connections, yielding insight into a poet's own internal coping
mechanisms. The topics for this piece are Personal transformation; Coping;
Faith; Rationalization; Poetry.
“Fillet of Soul” by Reggie Marra: In this reflective piece, the author
explores the circumstances that led to his writing a poem that attempts to
capture a human perspective on 13.8 billion years of evolution in about 6
minutes. Invited by the chair of a national convention to write something that
would "disrupt" the attendees in a way that changed their consciousness, the
author found himself amid an exploration of his own beliefs, values and
worldview—an exploration that continues to raise more questions than
provide answers. The author goes into vivid detail of the transformative and
creative aspect of this creative process.
“When the Dying has Begun: Death, Grief and Poetry” by Caryn Mirriam
Goldberg and John Willison: This narrative of TLA in the field focuses on
John Willison, a student attending writing workshops for people with serious
illness that I lead for Turning Point: The Center for Hope and Healing in
Kansas City. John, suffering from late-stage cancer, writes about his own
dying through writing workshops, and then reflects on the intersection of
writing and grief as well as the poems he's written about these subjects. In
6
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looking at how poetry can help people navigate and share the realities of
dying, death and grief, both John and I seek to show applications for TLA in
the field and in our lives (as well as beyond our lives).” In some ways, this is a
hybrid submission, part narrative and part creative writing.
“Power of the Lyric” by Lisa McIvor: This narrative explores the ways in
which the artistic medium of language has been transformative and offers
new ways to move through the world for individuals living with the
challenges of cerebral palsy, MS and traumatic brain injury. It is TLA-related
as it speaks about the connection between writing, lyric, and grief by
exemplifying what it means to be human and the transformative aspects of
lyrical writing.

7
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THEORY

A Conversation on Right Livelihood and
Transformative Language Arts
with Laura Packer and Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg

What does Right Livelihood mean in the context of TLA? How does it relate to
finding and staying in conversation with our life’s work while keeping the cupboards and
gas tank full as well as caring for our health, art, soul, and community?
Laura Packer and Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg, between them, have decades of
experience. Laura has been supporting herself as a storyteller, writer, consultant and coach
for more than ten years. While her income isn’t as consistent as it was when she had a day
job, Laura finds her work to be fulfilling and meaningful, which more than balances the
occasional financial unpredictability. These days she travels around the world teaching,
performing, coaching, giving talks, and helping people and organizations discover and find
meaning in their own stories. Her writing ranges from ghost-writing for CEOs to lyrical
essays about storytelling and life to the occasional piece of fiction or poetry. Laura is
nourished and transformed by her work every day; she sometimes says her work is
synonymous for living, because story is everywhere.
Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg has been balancing freelance workshops, consulting,
presentations, and collaborative projects with her own writing and teaching at academic
institutions since 1986. She makes her living now from teaching in Goddard College’s
Graduate Institute and coordinating the TLA concentration and driving her 2004 peanutbutter-cup-colored Honda CRV all over Kansas and nearby states to lead workshops, give
readings and talks, and collaborate on projects. Threaded through all, she writes poetry,
fiction, memoir, blog posts, and songs. Her work also encompasses long walks with her
husband and dog, being present for and with loved ones, making things (from quilts to
soups), and watching great movies.
8

Chrysalis vol. 1 no. 3 (2016)

Here is Caryn & Laura’s conversation, which starts and continues each time they visit
in person but was caught here through a google doc over several months.
Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg: When I was growing up, I had no idea how a
poet would make a living, and although people pushed me toward journalism
and advertising, it didn’t stick. I was made to make things, especially out of
words.
Now I make a living in ways that didn’t even exist when I was a teenage
poet: I teach in a low-residency master’s program at Goddard College,
traveling from Kansas to Vermont twice each year to work with students
intensively in designing and implementing their individualized studies and
facilitate community writing workshops for many populations, particularly for
people living with serious illness. I love what happens when mortality is at the
table, and we speak, listen and write from our souls. I give talks, workshops
and readings through the Kansas Humanities Council and University of
Kansas Osher Institute, and mostly on my own, conversing deeply with
audiences on everything from poetry and wild weather to oral histories of
people who survived the Holocaust. My work is a kaleidoscope of gigs and
teaching, mentoring and consulting, driving across the plains in the bright
light of early spring and occasionally flying over the green wonder of the
mountains surrounding Lake Champlain to land again in Vermont.
What is your work, Laura, and how did you find your way to it?
Laura Packer: While I was pursuing my degree in Folklore and Mythology I
had a lot of people tell me to practice saying, “Would you like fries with
that?” I ignored them and persevered. Truthfully, I didn’t know what I was
going to do with the degree, I just knew that I loved stories and that my work
lay in that direction.
I met the man who would become my mentor when I was 19. He was
telling stories and, as I listened, I knew that this was my path. It took me
9
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awhile to realize I would have to build the path myself. I worked part time for
many years while I pursued my craft, but now I support myself doing a wide
range of things that all fall under the umbrella of storytelling. I perform around
the world to a wide range of audiences. I’ve told stories in pre-school, at
festivals, universities, homes and so on. I teach, running workshops and
coaching people ranging from storytellers to CEOs to parents to marketers to
non-profit professionals and more. I work with organizations, both for- and
non-profit, helping them understand and refine the stories they tell. I give
keynotes and lead workshops at conferences. And I write, blogging about
storytelling and taking on freelance assignments from a wide variety of
clients.
It’s never boring. It’s sometimes hard to keep track of. I am always
learning, hearing new stories and remembering that the work I do matters.
Everything I do, as diverse as it is, touches upon story and the ways that our
stories matter. I know that the work I do supports me both financially and
spiritually. I also know that the work I do helps others. It is the right path and
one it’s been fascinating to create.
Caryn, I’m wondering about the work you do with TLA and what that has to
do with right livelihood. For that matter, could you explain what right
livelihood means to you?
CMG: When I first heard about the term “right livelihood”—at Goddard
College during a session on making a living true to ourselves—it chimed in
me as something I had been seeking for myself and my community for a long
time. After being thrown out of journalism school (the extremes we will go to
so we can land in the right place!), I earned my BA in labor history, drawing
on my concern since I was a teen about how our work lives infuse the whole
of our lives. What we “do” colors not just our workaday life but how perceive
ourselves, our communities, our world, and our potential to change. If your
work entails saying, “Would you like fries with that?” on regular basis, it’s
10
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likely that being a fast-food worker shapes your identity, sense of self and
what’s possible for you, and even your belief about what kind of work you’re
entailed to do in your life.
Right livelihood is a Buddhist term, part of Buddha’s eightfold path
(which also includes right speech, another TLA concept in my mind), and it
connotes work that does no harm. Stretched out, the term points toward
work (both vocation and avocation, for pay and just because it feels like our
work) that serves, including conversing with our own callings as well as our
community’s calling.
I didn’t realize when I was studying labor history, and later working as a
labor organizer and reporter—all the time writing and reading and breathing
poetry—that all would converge into my own right livelihood. As a
transformative language artist, I draw on the power of our words aloud and
on the page, solo and choral, to herd us toward greater health, vibrancy,
liberation, and connection with the living world. My work—both at Goddard
as a faculty member and coordinator of TLA, and as a working artist
facilitating brave spaces for others to find more of their own voices and
visions—is how I practice my right livelihood. All of this aligns me with the
continual conversation with a calling, but it’s also work that, at best, helps
others articulate more of their own truest work in the world. In the Brave
Voice writing and singing retreats I co-lead with singer-songwriter Kelley
Hunt, we fly on the assumption that opening your voice in one way cannot
help but strengthen your voice in your whole life, and I’ve witnessed many
people making courageous leaps into who they already were and what they
now need to do.
Laura, is that how it is for you too as a performer, teacher, mentor, and
writer as well as someone I would call a fellow transformative language artist?
LP: Caryn, you hit the nail right on the head. Right livelihood means work
that enlivens and enriches us thoroughly, from fiscal health to spiritual health
11
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and beyond. It’s work that nourishes our spirits as well as our bodies and
allows us to function as contributing members of a larger community, which
is what artists are.
When I remember the value of my work in that larger picture, as
someone who brings something powerful to a community as well as enriching
my own life, it’s easier for me to be able to charge appropriately, advocate for
myself and remember that what I do, as well as all other artists, matters.
CMG: Absolutely! I think part of this work, to really put the “right” into
“right livelihood,” entails making paths for and sometimes with other artists.
Little makes me as happy as seeing someone I helped mentor come out with
a first book or start giving writing workshops in their communities.
Laura, you’ve talked with me before about the importance of charging
what we’re worth as a way to honor those who come after us. The whole
issue of what to charge, and how to ask for what our work is worth, is
challenging and variable for me. I’ll do some things for hardly anything or for
free, and other things for a livable stipend, yet negotiations can encompass
lots of gray areas. I find our system of working this out to be awkward: an
organization will often not say what it can afford until I suggest an amount. I
often present what I charge as a range from the lowest I’m willing to accept
to the highest I believe I should be paid, and if it’s something I really feel is
mine to do, I try to convey that I’m open to negotiation.
Of course, all these issues speak to our cultural tendency to soil our
money relationship with shame, privilege, hurt, defensiveness and other
difficult guests to host. I’ve had a lot of help along the way to ask for what
my work is worth, even and especially as a poet. Once a representation of an
organization I was working with told me, a few hours before my gig there,
that they didn’t have enough in the budget to pay me what we agreed on, so
would I take a cut in pay? The musician I was collaborating with wasn’t asked
to take a cut, so we talked this over, and together told the organization, “no,”
12
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but it was eye-opening for me, re-affirming my bias against myself that poets
don’t get paid or paid much. Having someone stand tall with me helped me
to challenge my self- and poet-destructive thinking, and hopefully, as time
goes on, may have some effect for others too.
How do you navigate all this?
LP: Oh, this is a hard one! I feel like I don’t navigate it well much of the
time, but I do the best I can, which is all any of us can do. Money is such a
taboo subject, I try to understand my own prejudices and fears as well as talk
about it, so it becomes less taboo. I use several tools to help me think and
talk about money.
First, I talk with my colleagues about what they charge. If we remove
some of the secrecy, we can all charge a living wage AND put a dent in the
cultural idea that transformative language art should be cheap and that those
who hire us should pay us less than they would their caterer, organizer,
musician or others. It’s related to your experience with being asked to take a
pay cut when your musician friend was not; if we charge a reasonable amount
and know that we aren’t pricing ourselves out of range of our colleagues but
in alliance with them, it can be easier to ask for. Additionally, by talking about
it with my colleagues we get to remind ourselves that we are charging for far
more than the 30 or 60 minute event, but for all of the time and experience
that lies behind it.
Second, I do what you do. I often give the representative a range of cost
and then remind them that this is how I make their living. I also tell them that
I am open to negotiation (if I am).
Third, if I give work away for free or at a greatly reduced cost, I always
give an invoice that reflects what I would have wanted to be paid. This helps
lay groundwork that what I, and other TLA artists do, is valuable and worth
paying for.
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Fourth and last, I remember what a wise friend said to me, when I asked
him money questions. He told me, “You can always negotiate down, you
can’t negotiate up. Think about what you want and then ask for double.” I
don’t do it quite this way (asking for double feels too bold for me) but I do
ask for what I want and a little more. I can lower my rate, shorten the event,
barter for other services but once I’ve set a price I can’t really come back and
ask for more unless they ask for more service first.
When I remember to financially value my own work I am not only telling
myself that what I do is worthwhile, I am also telling the rest of the world
that art matters.
CMG: That’s very wise advice, and I love the idea of the invoice for what this
is worth. There’s something magical about saying on paper “this is what my
work is worth” when it comes to inviting in more lucrative work to balance
out what we feel drawn to give away.
I’ve been thinking of what I do for free lately because in the last few
months. I have one project that I’m grappling with because it’s sort of a
“closure” project with a group of people, a way to share some social capital
after working with this group for many years in the past. In the long run, I
know this project is what I should be doing, but it’s sometimes difficult to
balance the volunteer work with the paid work and still have time (not!) to
write.
I’ve also been editing a book for a wonderful poet in his dying days, and
that’s a sweetheart labor of love through and through. It’s an immersion in
grace to be able to do this for someone I love and whose poetry is so
important to share with others who can find a lot of sustenance in what he
has to say about death, dying and life.
Often though, it’s hard for me to know the impact of my work and if I’m
making the best decisions about where to put my time. My husband, also a
writer and grassroots organizer, and I often joke as we’re falling asleep that
14
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we won’t know the impact of our work until after we’re dead, and I think
that’s true. We don’t know, and this makes think of a stanza in one of my
favorite Rumi poems:
If you are here unfaithfully with us,
you’re causing terrible damage.
If you’ve opened your loving to God’s love,
you’re helping people you don’t know
and have never seen.
So maybe all we can do is to try to be faithful in being here with our
people, which also means being faithful to ourselves, and through our work
and being, open our hearts (whether we use phrase like “God’s love” or not
in describing this) to dropping our pebble in the pond and hoping for the
best for what ripples we make and receive.
How have you learned and how are you learning how to do your best
Right Livelihood?
LP: Most of what I’ve learned about right livelihood has come from trying
things, seeing what works, and talking honestly with my colleagues. We build
community by have frank conversations about value, issues and solutions,
about how to support each other, not undercut each other and still get work.
I love your idea of being faithful to ourselves and our work. When we are
open hearted in our approach we are at once more vulnerable and more
reachable. I think vulnerability is too often seen as a weakness in the working
world. When we are vulnerable we let others know they can be vulnerable
too. I have found I am no more likely to be hurt or not get work when I am
honest.
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If I model that for everyone with whom I interact then they may be a bit
more vulnerable too. We can connect more effectively. We help others
without even knowing it.
CMG: I also think of those I owe homage to for what they taught me and are
teaching me about Right Livelihood. One of my close friends, Kris
Hermanson, is a wiz at organizational development and consulting, and I’ve
learned a great deal from her about how to write and share strong proposals,
grants, pitches to those who might want to bring me on-board. Plus, we both
work at home or in coffee houses, so we check in with each other often,
helping each other talk through questions and dilemmas, quandaries and
decisions, such as how to deal with people along the way. Mostly, though, it’s
how to navigate projects with people who have great intentions, but limited
budgets and experience, and how can we make this a learning experience in
the best way that really serves the community.
Another mentor is also a close friend, Kelley Hunt, who has been a
touring musician for decades. We’ve had infinite conversations on the nuts
and bolts of freelance work, including deeply pondering whether to say yes or
no, what to charge, how to take care of ourselves during big push times when
there’s too many gigs at once, and we have our own business together, Brave
Voice, which lands us in the center of thousands of spinning details and bits
of magic when there’s a retreat or performance afoot.
I’m also very lucky to have a great partner in life, my husband, Ken, who
I can puzzle through various predicaments with, and who has great sense in
seeing ways through the bramble to lift up everyone involved. He’s a
Midwesterner to my east coast Jewish background, so he’s less apt to escalate
and more seasoned in taking a breath and finding the wide-sky perspective on
how to proceed.
One of my big tripping points is forgiving myself when I overschedule
and overcommit. I tend to first go to the, “Oh, you did it again! What is
16
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wrong with you?” Place. My people help me let go of the shame and accept
that making mistakes is part of this work. I also find conversations with you,
Laura, to be immensely helpful in the “what is enough?” and “what is too
much?” as well as about the whole Right Livelihood quest.
Who are your guides and mentors, Laura?
LP: Thank you Caryn! Likewise, I find talking with you to be immensely
helpful. Your honesty and willingness to talk about difficult topics with
vulnerability help remind me that I am not alone. Your insight is invaluable.
I have a number of what I call accountability buddies who help me set and
keep goals. They also help me forgive myself when I overreach and remind
me to take time for self-care. Two of those buddies in particular, Mark Binder
and Cameryn Moore, help me with getting things done on time and
prioritizing. Mark also helps me think through some of the financial issues of
our work. My friends Elsa Zuniga and Trish Berrong help me think
strategically and remind me that I can’t do everything. And friends like
Priscilla Howe and Christie Keegan help me work through various artistic
projects.
I think it’s easy to get caught up in the idea of the lone writer, scribbling
away in her garret. It’s part of the cultural story about artists and it’s
compounded by the American story of the lone hero. Neither of those stories
really work for me. We need help, no one can do everything alone. We need
people we can rely on to keep us on track, to remind us that what we do
matters and to help us be kind to ourselves in meaningful ways. Most of the
time people are honored when you ask for help. It’s worth the risk. I know I
couldn’t do what I do alone. For all that the actual acts of creation take place
alone and all of the sustaining work is made easier by having allies.
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CMG: You teach a class for the TLA Network on “Creating a Sustainable
Story: Self-Care, Meaningful Work and the Business of Creativity.” Could you
say more about what “a sustainable story” means to you?
LP: We understand our lives through story. We tell ourselves stories about
who we are, how we got that way, our roles in the world and the work we do.
It can be easy to tell ourselves stories that are destructive or impossible to
achieve. Stories like, “I will never be good enough for my parents,” or “I will
succeed at my work only when I win award x or am published in the New
Yorker,” or “I am a struggling artist.”
If we can identify the stories we are telling them we understand more
about why we do what we do. If we tell ourselves empowering stories that
can be sustained long term then it’s more likely we will have a positive impact
in the world and be able to measure our success in realistic ways. For
example, contrast the story I am a writer who struggles to be published because no one
understands me with the story I am a writer who continues to seek out receptive
audiences. Those two stories may be about similar experiences but one offers
more hope than the other.
A sustainable story is one that has room for varied definitions of success
and empowers us to continue to do what we love. It nourishes us because it is
a story of value, worth and flexibility. There is room to be driven and room
to take a break. A sustainable story is one we can engage in long-term, not
just until the first roadblock.
It’s not a story of the lone hero who never errs, but of the human being
who is supported, who can accept help and who succeeds in achievable steps.
It’s about understanding that pulling the sword from the stone (finding
purpose) is only the first step and that there are many detours along the way.
Some of those detours may become the main story instead. By understanding
the story we are telling ourselves about ourselves, and including allies and
self-care, we are more able to keep going when things are tough. We are less
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likely to brand ourselves failures, but to give ourselves permission to fall
down, get up and try again.
How do you keep going when you stumble? What tools do you use? What
stories do you rely on?
CMG: I stumble often although it’s not always visible to people outside of
my own mind because I am good at sucking it up and putting myself out
there, even when I feel like shit, which is what the stumbling is often about.
For better or worse, and especially since surviving cancer in 2002, I tend to
get sick often. Because I love my work so much and have a hard time selfregulating or even knowing what not to do so that I have enough space and
time for optimum health, I’ve become a reluctant student of self-care.
My old story was more along the lines of “You can never try hard
enough,” and obviously, that’s a dangerous story when it comes to allowing
the spaciousness needed for self-care and even self-love, let alone living a
creative life. Yet, I’ve always had a conflicting story that’s the underground
well for my poetry and other writing, and it has to do with loving the life
force as it unfolds in the sky, land and moments of real love between humans
and the more-than-human world. This story requires stopping, listening and
watching, opening my senses and heart and letting myself be more vulnerable
and permeable.
“This is enough” echoes me through a lot now, even when I have a pile of
work on my computer screen. I tend to focus in on the next paragraph, next
conversation and next email more than driving myself crazy with the whole
of everything at once. I also try to remind myself that this moment—like
right now when I’m writing, the brown dog is stretched out on the blue
couch, a blue jay is hopping on the railing of the deck out the window, and
I’m sipping tea—is as rich with the potential for loving life as any moment.
This is central to self-care, which feels like a part-time job that goes full-time
as we age. When you’re working in the ways we are, it can be especially
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challenging because we often face feast-and-famine times (and income). I
struggle to find and keep the best self-care for myself, which tend to include
not eating so much sugar and doing a lot more yoga, swimming, walking,
dancing and other ways of moving this body. But self-care can also manifest
as going to a movie in the middle of the day, taking a bath (or, on a bad day,
several), planting more hosta plants in a shady spot although the last ones I
planted died, sitting in the corner with a magazine and cup of tea, making a
luscious stir-fry, staring into the eyes of my dog, talking with my husband and
friends, surfing Netflix, and taking one deep breath while watching the leaves
unfurl on Cottonwood Mel, the big tree in my backyard that I named in
memory of my father.
How do you see self-care, and how does it evolve, change, surprise you,
and unfold in your life?
LP: It changes every day and is probably my biggest struggle. I often feel
guilty about taking time for self-care, feeling instead as if I’m being lazy or
avoiding the work. I also struggle to get back on track when I’ve been
derailed by circumstances beyond my control. I frequently need to remind
myself that when I’m depleted, my work will suffer. If my work suffers, then
I am less able to help others. So taking time for myself is really a way to help
others. Sometimes that’s the only way I can stop for a little while, by
reminding myself that it’s not just for me.
Self-care for me can be reading a novel I’ve read before, one that isn’t
particularly challenging. It can be going for a walk or moving my body in
some other way. I recently hired a personal trainer to help me take better care
of my body. I’m reminding myself that my mind and body are inextricably
linked, so this is an investment in my work.
I get listened to. That’s a big source of self-care for me. I find a friend who I
know won’t judge me and just whine for a little bit. Airing the self-pity helps
me see how petty and insubstantial it is.
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I take baths, I spend time with trees and rivers and (when I’m near it) the
ocean. Sometimes I go to movies. I cook delicious, nourishing food.
I also try to set reasonable goals as a form of self-care. By breaking the big
goals down into smaller parts I am giving myself tasks I can succeed at and I
find success breeds success. That feels like self-care to me because I get to
feel good about what I’m doing.
Self-care is constantly evolving. Paying attention to what is helpful at any
given time takes work but is worth it. When I am well cared for it becomes
easier to care for others through my actions and my work.
Lastly, when we care for ourselves it is easier to care for others. When we
love ourselves, we love the world more easily. And really, that’s what we do as
TLA artists. We love the world into seeing itself more clearly.
CMG: I love what you say about how when we’re well-cared for, we can
better take care of others: an ethic of care, and really, of love for ourselves,
our work, our people and place that fosters sustainability in how we and
others live. I’ve been thinking lately about the term “social sustainability,”
which also speaks to me of what we’ve been exploring in the bioregional
movement for decades: how can we make and hold space to sustain our
community and support each person’s unfolding conversation with what
work and life calls to us?
Related to this for me has always been making things and ritual, which
seem often like the same thing to me. There’s a kind of ceremony involved in
surrendering my will to writing, designing a quilt, and especially working with
groups to listen for and support the group’s collective heart and intelligence.
I’ve been involved in many rituals that also bring in the arts, such as the water
circle we do at the end of Kansas Area Watershed Council gatherings in
which each person can step into the center, tell a story, say a poem, make a
gesture, sing a song, and pour water from their home or travels.
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TLA involves bringing together people to make greater meaning and
unearth greater vitality in how we live. It helps us find—through our words,
images, rhythms—our work in this life. Mary Oliver said in one of her poems,
“My work is loving the world,” and I feel the same. What I actually do for a
living and beyond is just a form of that ritual: practicing how to love the
world.
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The Transformational Power
of the Lyric Poem
Lisa McIvor
So this is the edge then, this shoreline of glass—
How every letter contains the sound of its own breaking,
its own holiness. What is held as sacred, as truth.
How often I have sat right here, on the finest line,inkedalong
a wilderness of empty page, and how each word is placed
like a stone between nighttime and the morning.
Syllables filled with light, they rise through voices
like a thousand wings, and I wake from writing
to find while I was dreaming of birds
the wind itself has become a story.
Each letter has its own texture, its own color and gift of sound, and in
community the letters become words and the words gather like tiny nations
to make a world of meaning. In its attention to the sound and texture of
words, the mirror of metaphor and resonance, and the vivid image, lyric
poetry creates a sacred space, ripe for transformation.
Derived from song, the lyric poem tends toward musicality in both cadence
and the sound of the words, which embodies emotion and memory giving
voice to the interior experience of what it means to be human. This attention
to sound, the texture and weight of words, the mirror of metaphor and
resonance makes it particularly useful in the process of grief work and
healing.
In the craft of my own lyric poetry, I am drawn to explore places of
periphery and stillness, how words rest against the waiting page. I have come
to glimpse how the lyric poetic form in particular lends itself to the work of
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facilitation of life change and the navigation through grief or trauma. Having
delved into the work of poets, such as Jane Hirshfield, Gregory Orr, Sharon
Olds, and others, I have come to understand that the essence of the lyric
poem is always, in some essential fashion, transformation.
As I pondered this, I harkened back to my recent reading of Gregory
Orr’s book, Poetry as Survival, and his description of the lyric poem as having
its roots in music and rhythm. He discusses the ways in which the cadence of
a poem, the very sound of the words, often possess a quality of mourning or
keening. He describes the healing aspect of rhythmic voice in his section,
“Bearing the Unbearable: The Power of Incantation”:
Incantation as expression and consolation. Anyone who has cried deeply in
his or her life knows there is a certain point at which sobbing takes on a
rhythmic pattern, and that this stage of weeping has about it something that
soothes the weeper. It is the power of incantation at work. A griever might,
in the same way, repeat a loved name over and over (107).
Shaun McNiff also references the use of rhythm in art as a calming tool in
his book, Art Heals. In the section titled, “Lost Rhythm,” he writes:
My experiences with the arts have consistently shown that rhythmic
expressions in all media bring about a feeling of well-being…The
disturbing aspects of art experiences play a necessary role in the healing
process, which often requires upheaval in order to bring new insights and
change. Yet rhythm, even in its most intense and driving forms, is a
reliable mode of integration. It draws things together in a steady pulse
(233).
Whether it is through musicality or dissonance in the spoken words or the
way the lines are constructed so as to convey connection or distance, the
metaphor that is revealed is something instinctively recognized by the ear as
well as through imagery. The fall of words along the page, where a line ends
or begins, can create a sense of pause or plummet. The space between words
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may feel to be an indrawn breath or silence, a wide canyon of distance or
longing.
For instance, in Jane Hirshfield’s poem, “”Bonsai,” from her collection,
After Poems, one senses the haunting aspect of sadness and needful silence that
accompanies a certain quality of letting go:
One morning beginning to notice
which thoughts pull the spirit out of the body, which return it.
How quietly the abandoned body keens,
like a bonsai maple surrounded by her dropped leaves.
Rain or objects call the forgotten back.
The droplet’s placid girth and weight. The table’s lack of ambition.
How strange it is that longing, too, becomes a small green bud,
thickening the vacant branch-length in early March (45).
The above lines hold both a feeling of stillness and the impending
arrival of movement. They turn to another season, whisper of hope, the green
of spring and new growth. The edge of turning is evident in two sentences
placed deliberately next to each other, “The droplet’s placid girth and
weight.” and “The table’s lack of ambition.” There is a heaviness to this line,
a somnolence of waiting things out. Then comes a feeling of lightness, the
sense of movement in the following line, “How strange that longing too,
becomes a small green bud.”
I thought it interesting that this place of turning, of transition in the
above poem had a quality of birth following death. In the line, “like a bonsai
maple surrounded by her dropped leaves,” one senses autumn at work,
followed by a period of incubation or deep inertia of the line, “The droplet’s
placid girth and weight. The Table’s lack of ambition.” Then we come to a
quickening, an image of new life in the lines, “How strange it is that longing,
too, becomes a small green bud, thickening the vacant branch-length in early
March..” Within this illustration of the “Threshold” in this lyric poem, all is
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contained: life, death and renewal, and I felt that Jane Hirshfield was
purposeful in that use of her imagery, suggesting that just as these elements
are contained within the poem itself, so too is it present in each moment of
our lives.
This idea of the moments of transition as carrying within them both
life and death and this aspect of these spaces as providing great potential for
transformation is something Stephen Levine describes in his book, Who
Dies. In his appendix 111 regarding the teaching of the Tibetan Bardo
system, he writes:
There are many translations for the Tibetan word bardo, but essentially it
means a passageway, a point of transition. Some define it as a gap, a
space; others, as a portal…Generally we think of the bardos as occurring
after death but actually this moment is a bardo. We tend to think that
such portals will become evident only after we drop the body but that is
only part of it. You are in a bardo at this very moment (303).
This idea of the bardo as a place of transformation and its connection to
lyric poetry is something Stephen Levin also touches upon in his section
titled, “End Game.” He quotes directly from the Lotus Sutra, a tremendous
example of how the language of lyric poetry serves to encompass the sacred:
“Thus shall ye think of all this fleeting world: a star at dawn, a bubble in a
stream; a flash of lightning in a summer cloud, a flickering lamp, a phantom
and a dream” (290).
As I read the above excerpt, I was caught not only by the beauty of the
words, but the way in which the lines were almost musical, their movement in
these images that include the sound of the words as well as their
meaning. The essence of the song-like cadence is transformational:
something is rising, traveling down a stream. There is the cleansing sensation
of water and light, and this world of the spirit, of ghosts and visions, is as real
as the physical world we encounter, perhaps even more so because it arises
from within our hearts, which is where transformation itself really happens.
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In speaking with a friend, Steven Scribner, a classical musician and
composer of the “StormSound Cycle,” a nine-hour exploration of sacred
sound and dissonance, he noted how language mirrors the rhythms of life
both within form and sound. In reflecting upon the musicality of words, he
noted how sound and vibration has been used throughout history to connect
with the divine. He brought up this use of lyric poetry within sacred ritual,
such as one might read in psalms in the bible. As our discussion moved into
the realm of dissonant sound as a frequently used aspect of conveying the
creative aspect of the universe, Steven remarked, “We perceive sounds as
pleasant or unpleasant, and yet it is often dissonance within the form of both
music and words that is recognized as powerful and transformative.” Steven
addresses this idea in one of his lyric poems included in the “StormSound
Cycle” series:
Light was not, nor sun nor moon to cast it.
Darkness was not, nor night nor cave to hold it.
Warmth was not, nor sun nor fire to cast it.
Cold was not, not night nor sea to hold it.
The person who is was only.
There was nothing between Him.
And He said, Let there be a Song. (1)
In discussing the above piece on his blog on the “StormSound Cycle”,
he references this aspect of the lyric poem and its relationship to sacred ritual
and story. As he writes, “This is indeed a creation story…When I wrote it, I
put in some of my concepts about music…in the line “Let there be a
Song.” The universe is a song. It began with sound, vibration and energy.”
I found Steven’s point an interesting one; that dissonance may actually
be an important and necessary part of sacred sound. In listening to portions
of StormSound Cycle, I was struck by the way the dissonance broke up the
restful, meditative rhythm of some of the pieces and taken back at the
discordant noise. It effectively conveyed chaos and upheaval. Certainly, he
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was attempting to reveal the way the “storms” of violence, war and man’s
inhumanity to man and the natural environment are a frightening and
heartbreaking sound in the universe. The music made me think of how the
storms of our lives move through our interior worlds with the same
discordance, and how they upset our balance, literally and figuratively, in the
status of our physical, emotional and psychological health.
The use of dissonance and unexpected breaks between words and lines to
convey chaos and the depth of human suffering is a key element in the poetry
of M. Norbese Philip in her book, Zong!, a work that explores the purposeful
murder by drowning of African slaves. There is a quality of both
breathlessness and song, of cry and silence in her title poem, She Tries:
When silence is
Abdication of word tongue or lip
Ashes of once in what was
…Silence
Song Word Speech
Might I…like Philomena…sing
Continue
Over
Into
…pure utterance (207)
The story conveyed in Zong! is one of horror and almost incomprehensible
loss. And yet, in the delicate balance of what is part song, part howl, the
cadence of weeping, the crash of waves and the silence of deep water, Philip
weaves the retelling of this historical event with a terrible compassion with
language that contains the qualities of keening, of song and prayer. As she
writes,
Why the exclamation mark after Zong!? Zong!
is chant! Shout! And ululation! Zong! is pure utterance,
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is song! And song is what kept the soul of the African
intact when they wanted water…sustenance…
preservation. Zong! is the Song of the untold story;
it cannot be told yet must be told, but only through
its untelling.” (207)
In writing through any kind of trauma, addressing the chaos, the dark and
frightening place that is often the landscape of change, is crucial in
transformation. This foray into the wilderness within lyric poetry is
something that Jane Hirshfield speaks to in Nine Gates in her essay, “Writing
and the Threshold Life,” where she discusses the mystical journey of the lyric
poet and the use of the writing to encounter the painful and difficult places
that accompany any kind of grief or trauma. She describes both Walt
Whitman and Emily Dickinson as “mystic” poets who bravely journey into
discordance and pain in their poetry, pointing out that such an “aspect of
mystical paradox is the willing embrace of pain—also a liminal characteristic.”
As she goes on to write of Emily Dickinson:
Just as Whitman allied himself with the most difficult
human circumstances, Dickinson too acknowledges the necessity of pain
in the enduring transformation of the threshold:
Essential Oils—are wrung—
The Attar from the Rose
Be not expressed by Suns—alone—
It is the gift of Screws—
The General Rose—decay—
But this—in Lady’s Drawer
Make Summer—When the Lady lie
In Ceaseless Rosemary—
In the above poem, Emily Dickinson employs a purposeful dissonance to
her lines, both in the rhythm and the sound of her words, suggesting
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something slightly off kilter. In the repetitive use of the hyphen, there is a
quality of a halting gait, of something off balance and challenged by
sorrow. In the very surprise of her word choice; a lonely, desiccated image
resting against the flower, and summer, I had the impression of a life wilted
and yet on the brink of something poignant and beautiful as well, the very
fabric of transformation. Necessary death and the earth pungent depths of
relinquishment transport us to the grieving inherent in letting go. There is
the necessary death of something, the earth pungent depths that such
relinquishment takes us to, the letting go and the grieving. Something waits
beyond the edge of last light. The poem points to this transformative
turning, “Make Summer—When the Lady lie in Ceaseless Rosemary.”
Orr also writes eloquently on this aspect of the personal lyric and its
connection to the sacred through the sound of poetry, reflecting on the ways
in which the lyric is reminiscent of keening, the singing quality of deep
mourning . He describes how this form is used in many world traditions in
the expression of grief or transition. For example, he quotes the following
from “The Mythology and Traditions of the Maori in New Zealand”: “When
the two met, they both sat down to have a cry together. Rehua cried simple,
but Tane cried with a meaning, in verses”(22).
While Gregory Orr makes the point that the form in which lyric poetry
or music manifests as sacred ritual or traditional expressions of grief certainly
varies widely, the rhythmic quality of words most likely is an intrinsic part of
human biology and this may indeed explain the natural gravitation toward the
lyric form in the universal expression of personal grief or a society’s
communal expression of loss. Here he writes:
It may be that the production of stories and symbols is innate to the way
the human brain functions in the course of making meanings. And the
omnipresence of incantation may well derive from an underlying,
physiological dimension of soothing through rhythmic repetition. (94)
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As well as the cadence of the words, Orr also speaks to the way the lyric
poem often illustrates the places of “threshold” or “liminal spaces in our
lives, the moments of transition or transformation that may be experienced as
being perched on a ledge of sorts, on the very outer limits of our comfort
level where the future beckons us forward into an unknown and uncertain
landscape. These first steps forward into darkness are almost always
experienced as loss before new life arrives, and it is to this idea of transition
that Gregory Orr refers to in the following excerpt:
“Liminal” means “threshold” and is applied to certain transitional states
like marriages, funerals, and initiation ceremonies—states in which
ordinary social rules are suspended and an individual may undergo
profound changes in identity…The lyric poem follows these biological
and anthropological models…The threshold is that place where we
become aware that we are on the borderline between order and
disorder. It can be like standing on the brink of a cliff, or the edge of an
ocean, or the beginning of a love affair. (53)
In his chapter, “The Quest and the Dangerous Path”, Orr speaks to
how the use of silence within both imagery and the format of the lines of the
lyric poem may serve to illustrate the delicate sense of movement between
chaos and the necessary quiet following the storm. This pairing of both
images of upheaval and stillness is mentioned in his discussion of Theodore
Roethke’s poetry and his struggle with manic-depressive illness. He describes
how both darkness and hopefulness are revealed in his poem, “The Lost
Son”:
At Woodlawn I heard the dead cry:
I was lulled by the slamming of iron,
a slow drip over stones,
toads brooding in wells. (200)
In the above stanza, Roethke begins with a menacing image, a wail of
despair, and the discordant noise of the “slamming of iron”, giving
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impression of finality along with the undercurrent of chaos in the sound of
the “slam” against the cold metal. A prison, a crypt, a quality of descent into
the underworld perhaps, and so too the journey of the hero into poem, the
often dark earth of transformation. There is such heaviness to the first lines
of this poem, an almost funereal quality in the ponderous lines.
Then as the poem goes on, there is a feeling of rising, an uplift of both
cadence and image, and the piece becomes lighter and infused with
silence. Here the turning from darkness to the possibility of healing is
gorgeously illustrated in the following lines:
The mind moved, not alone,
Through the clear air, in the silence.
Was it light?
Was it light within?
Was it light within light?
Stillness becoming alive,
Yet still?
A lively understandable spirit
Once entertained you.
It will come again.
Be still.
Wait. (201)
Sharon Olds is another lyric poet who often contrasts the turbulent image
and rhythm with the movement into a sense of the rising of hopefulness and
the easing of the breath in her work. As in her collection, The Dead and the
Living, in her poem titled, “Farewell Poem,” where she writes:
The big, cut iceberg waits
outside the harbor like a spaceship.
Sends in emissaries: cold
32

Chrysalis vol. 1 no. 3 (2016)

chopped fish, floating cakes,
canoes of ice white as brides. (22)
The imagery here is all sharp edges. A frozen brittleness, some hard and
breakable thing that must be traversed in order to reach the other side. And
this indeed seems to be the journey, this rise of something like homecoming
in both image and sound in the lines of the last stanza:
…sets her foot
on the cloudy crystal of an ice floe
and floats out to her mother, floats
out to the white iceberg waiting
ninety-three years for hot death
to deliver his favorite daughter home to
the cool white long room,
lace curtains from the parlor flying
like flags in the summer sky. (23)
In these lines, even the image of the iceberg is transformed into an image
of welcome. I had the impression as well, that the image of the ice, the color
white and the curtains in the window signaled something like forgiveness and
reconciliation. Certainly here are all the aspects of the sacred journey from
death to life, one reads it as both a literal passing of an elderly woman and the
journey home of the spirit.
The ability of the lyric poem to carry so poignantly within it both
darkness and the light, the discordant and the resonant, is one of the qualities
that make it such a valuable medium for writing through trauma and grief. It
allows space for chaos and stillness to cohabit, and this lends itself to the
compassion and non-judgment required for such exploration into the
wounded places in our hearts. As a form that offers both safety of structure
and the freedom of discordance and upheaval, the two may rest side by side
sustained by both freedom and the circumference of literary form, and as
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such provides the framework for healing exploration into the places of
threshold.
In Who Dies?, Stephen Levine also speaks to this idea of threshold and the
importance of approaching times of transition and transformation with
mindfulness and compassion, both in the writing and the sharing of lyric
poetry. In the following paragraph Levine writes:
Our edges differ and are constantly changing, as is all else in the
universe. We notice that our cage has varying capabilities and available
space. We move to that edge with compassion. And each step beyond is
taken with love, not forcing the edge But softly penetrating our imagined
limitations and going beyond. Step by step, into the freedom of
nonholding. (35).
This quality of mindful movement from one room to another, of stepping
to the edge of a moment that harkens somehow to a new life, even as this is
experienced as loss, a dying of some kind, is palpable in the following poem
by Jane Hirshfield, titled “Translucence, An Assay” from her collection of
After Poems:
She did not look back.
A shadow opened then folded behind her.
I followed as if past a gate latch
sliding closed on its own silent weight.
It was not so different, really.
More as if a narrator had turned and departed,
abandoned the story,
and each tree, each stone, stood clear in its own full fate (15).
As I have personally felt so often in reflecting back on my own writing,
there is a strong sense of journey within the image of the threshold. The
action is only the barest step, often only the awareness of a shift of light, the
way the air feels to have changed. This too suggests movement, with the quiet
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realization something is no longer the same, some indistinct quality of
shadow or season, the world as we know it is changed forever.
In reading through some of my earlier poems, I see now how the
discordant and chaotic images were balanced with the widening translucence
of the following lines, and I think this is such an instinctive impulse, and one
that lends itself so naturally to healing work. Because the darkness has been
unmasked in the safe space provided by the structure of the poem, light is
shed on fear and despair; the monster is made a manageable creature and
eased into the light. In one particular poem I wrote in the aftermath of my
mother’s sudden and unexpected death titled, “Cataclysm,” this balance feels
integral to the poem, and the writing of this piece and in much of my writing
during this difficult time provided great self-healing:
The moment is made of glass
and we find ourselves bright
fragments blown to the branches of trees,
the rust blood roof tops, our shoes
lost to the shutters of dark windows.
The world is a mirror—heaven a lake,
a spoon of blue,
and we are the round dear light reflected
in a million eyes. The same
infinitesimal ember is carried, is ash
and lifted to the air.
This contrast of blood and brightness was a recurrent image in many of
my poems of that period, and one I questioned at the time. I wasn’t at all
sure of the “blood,” but it felt so natural that I just allowed it, and I see how
appropriate it was to my grieving process. In another poem, “Wren,” this
image of the bleeding wound was paired with the darkness of the earth. In
the image of the bird, I think I am referring to a sense of rising, of a quality of
rebirth:
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A hundred birds cluster on the lawn.
A crowd of hungered wings
gray as morning rustle against the moist earth.
They have assembled uninvited
outside my kitchen window
and I could look at the early sky
and see nothing but the slow noon hour descending.
But instead I stand here, rooted to the cool space,
this shard of cup pressed to fingertips,
its gentle spill of water.
I bleed bead like drops crimson
bright against the yellow counter top
and in the yard a vastness of feathers move.
Beaks searching the graveled patch
while a thousand tiny and burrowed creatures
whisper through the soil.
In that moment of turning, space opens up a crack in the ceiling of the
sky. The lyric poem conveys an aspect of reality where the distance between
here and what waits beyond the moment is a single breath. The barest
turning is transformation. It is not the long path but the first step that carries
so much power and requires so much courage. In her collection of essays,
Nine Gates, Jane Hirshfield speaks to this ability of poetry to touch upon this
sense of journey:
We peer into the new poem with the old hope: that we may find there a
few words to illuminate more widely our passage though the dark woods
and brightly lit cities of the fleeting, time-bound world. And the art of
poetry remains a daughter of Remembrance—of our wish to feel joined
to some fabric that both gives meaning to and is made meaningful by the
part of it we are. (196)

36

Chrysalis vol. 1 no. 3 (2016)

Within the immediacy of moment a space is opened up. Within our
words there is a sense of the next mindful step that serves as a reflection on
the sacred nature of the journey as well as providing a guidepost through the
unmarked doorway. The step itself is the answer. Certainly something waits
across the boundary between this moment and the next, this room and the
one barely seen through the shadowed hall, and yet all is contained in the very
act of movement itself. The transformation begins in the decision to move
forward, the moment our visions widens just enough to recognize something
beyond grief is possible.
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NARRATIVES

Let the River Take Me:
Learnings from Facilitating an At-risk Group
Joanna Tebbs Young
Let the River Take Me
A compilation poem
Let the river take me —
Even when it hurts, it breathes with the joy of laughter, undulating.
I choke on life, I’m really here in the world.
I keep trying. I am a survivor.
Manipulate the truth; truth to be heard.
The road to hell is as slow as molasses.
Sometimes it feels like a web of pointlessness — all shit.
I keep trying. I am a survivor.
Let the river take me, to be free.
I've come to acknowledge that... my life has been heavily influenced by broken relationships,
terrors of my past, bad influences or bad teachings from my childhood. Breaking free of the
twisted mold of my childhood is no easy task. Knowing, acknowledging, and a desire for
change is a beginning. – Grant, “Write to Recover” participant
I can't deny it: I've lived a sheltered existence. I have seen only glimpses
of the tougher sides of life – a couple screaming at each other as they walk
down my street, an addict sitting in a car on my corner before the dealer's
house was busted, the child at the street fair asking for more free cotton
candy because she's hasn't eaten all day. I'm white, female, educated, and
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middle-class, and for the past six or seven years I have been facilitating
writing groups for white, middle-aged, educated females. I don't plan it that
way, that is the population my workshops seem to appeal to.
But when I tell people that I run therapeutic/self-discovery writing
workshops, most often they'll say, “Oh, have you considered working
with ____?” That blank is always some “at-risk” population: inmates,
addicts, problem teens, etc. Unfortunately, these suggestions would fill me
with both guilt and fear; guilt because I was afraid. I was afraid I wouldn't be
able relate to those raised or living in a different world than me, and that they
wouldn't relate to, or feel safe, around me. I was afraid I wouldn't be able to
help them.
Several years ago I was asked to run a writing group for teen moms – girls
who were working towards their high school diplomas in an off-campus
program while learning to care for their babies. I prepared for the three short
sessions I was allotted and called it “Dream Big!”
I asked them to record how they felt at the beginning and end of each
session hoping to see--and for them to see--some positive movement forward
after an hour of writing (and eating snacks). I asked them what they enjoyed
doing and what they dreamed of doing in the future. The responses were
variations on the same theme: they were tired, bored, and had no plans
beyond teen-hood other than “getting outta here.” I left that first session
frustrated and broken-hearted. At home I cried for the apparent hopelessness
of their world and for the children they were bringing into that world. But
(even more so?) I cried because I didn't know how to help them. I couldn't
fix them. I had failed.
From that point on, I shied away from “at-risk” populations, focusing on
those who sought me out to help them with their writing and well-being. But
last year, seven years after my experience with those teenagers, I was asked if
I would consider running a writing group at Turning Point, a safe place where
those in recovery can go to socialize and support each other, free from the
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pressures of their addictions. I was nervous, but with more experience under
my belt and a desire to help, I said yes.
Having no idea what to expect--who would come and in what state of
physical or mental health they'd be--I put together a program based on a
curriculum I had previously designed called “Voice Quest: Writing Yourself
Home.” The writing prompts follow the theme of a journey, or the mythical
Hero's Quest, and are undefined enough to be open to personal translation.
They never specifically refer to recovery or addiction. For example, one of
the first prompts is, “I began this journey today...,” and another has the writer
ponder who or what they'd like as their guide or traveling companion. Some
prompts lead them to reflect on the past, some on the future, and all invite
them to see things from a new perspective.
I agreed to show up at the center once a week for ten weeks. The first
week no one showed and I sat alone writing in my journal, listening to the
laughter and chit-chat of a group in the adjacent room. I felt a bit foolish and
disappointed, but I returned the next week. Of the two who showed that
week, although she attempted some writing, one was more interested in the
cake in the kitchen area, where she eventually disappeared to get a slice. Week
three saw three people different people walk through the door, all of them
curious but ready to take the work seriously. They wrote, they shared, they
came back. By week ten, I had a core group of four with three or four
additional periodically joining. I was asked to come back on a regular basis.
The process is simple: I give a prompt, start the timer, and they write. I
then ask around the circle who wishes to share, always with the option to
pass – which rarely happens – and they read. Some writers write a lot (I'm
always surprised how much they can say in five minutes), some write just a
sentence or two. The results are as varied as the individuals, but no matter the
content, how it affects me emotionally or does (or doesn't) impress me as a
writer, I smile warmly at the reader, say thank you, and move to the next
person in the circle.
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When I was given a prompt and started writing in this group I'd just start writing
whatever was in my head, it didn't matter what came out. Somehow my insanity
started to make sense and without knowing it I began to break down that wall and
free myself. Without realizing it I was making progress in important aspects of my life
that had become stagnant for ages. – Grant, “Write to Recover” participant
And what they write is beautiful. Beautiful in its grittiness, in its sadness,
in its honesty, and for a number of them, in its poetic creativity. But most of
all it is beautiful in its hopefulness. Beautiful in its looking forward and
onward down a road they cannot clearly see but pray they will navigate with
strength, self-forgiveness, and for many in the group, the love of God.
I love the journaling, it has given me a new freedom. My brain empowers my pen to
write and it makes me feel whole. – Rhonda, “Write to Recover” participant
And so I have learned something over the past few months: No matter
the label society has given or what struggles we are facing, we are all human.
Those in my writing group at the center are not so different from me just
because they happen to be “in recovery,” and my ability or in-ability to relate
to any other population doesn't depend on whether Someone has or hasn't
deemed them to be “at-risk.”
These labels seem unfair, especially when those designated as “at-risk” or
“in recovery” are often seen as “bad” or “broken;” it cannot be someone's
entire identity. We are all broken in some way and we all have some bad
aspects. No matter where or how we grew up, what experiences we have
gone through, we are all “at-risk” – at risk of being hurt, of making bad
decisions, of facing death, of being silenced, of feeling unloved and
unappreciated. We are just humans who like everyone else need love, to
belong, to contribute, and to feel confident in our abilities. We need the
opportunity to see things from a different perspective, allowing our eyes and
hearts to open to new and healing personal connections and knowledge.
Furthermore, we're all recovering from something. Some do this silently,
some openly, some secretly, some shamefully, others with forgiveness and
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self-love, other with regret and self-loathing. We're all survivors, we're all
battling something. I say this not in any way to diminish or dismiss anyone
else's experience or struggle; pain, trauma, and grief exist on a spectrum and
are relative to each person. Depending on our life's circumstances we are all
more or less rough around the edges. And it is only through compassion and
understanding that we might see beyond these edges to the softer center that
is in every human being. To see that no one is truly “Other.”
At the recovery center, unlike in other workshops or groups where I open
the floor for discussion, I have found I don't need, and shouldn't, say anything
but “Thank you.” What I might know and what I've experienced is of no
consequence when they are sharing the depths of their hearts and souls. This
group needs--and deserves--only witness. And so, we quietly and respectfully
listen to each others' writings, words, voices. We witness each others'
struggles, pain, strengths, dreams, regrets, hopes, anger... in silence and
respect. We hear each other, we hear the stories, we glimpse into each others'
worlds and communicate through our silent listening: I see you.
At the end of the session, I read back to the group phrases which jumped
out at me while they were reading. Once back home, I compile these into a
poem. For me, this is a fitting symbol of their/our journey as writers and
human beings: Each word and phrase is perfect in itself but when grouped
into a whole, it becomes a story that many--if not all--can relate to no matter
who they are and what their own “at-risk” label might be: addict, teen mom,
married dad, divorcee, employee, boss, student, teacher... human being.
Over these past few months, I have learned something else: Creating safe
space is my only job. As with any group, any “population,” my job is not to
help them; to believe so would be hierarchical self-flattery. Beyond providing
guidance, it is my job to “just be,” so they, as the beginning poem says, they
can let the river of their words take them, to be free. It is my role to bear
witness without judgment to the struggles the writer is facing or the road they
are on, no matter how different it may look from the one I'm traveling. I am
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not there to teach anyone anything but to provide them the opportunity and
safety to express and learn from their own innate wisdom, It is my job to
listen, to see, and to say, “thank you for being here, I'm glad you are.”
I am able to express myself with the feeling of safety, caring and non-judgment. I am
able to open up in the meeting with what I trust is needed for my recovery. – Wendy,
“Write to Recover” participant
Today, if I were to work with those young mothers I would do things
differently. First, I'd request more time so I might gain their trust as someone
who was not going to judge them or lecture them. I also wouldn't name the
class, “Dream Big!” I now realize that was the equivalent of telling them what
to do. Yes, I do want them to dream big(ger) things for themselves than
“getting outta here,” but it is not my place to impose my hopes onto them.
Instead I must meet them where they are and to encourage each step they
take by witnessing it and listening to their hopes and fears. Today, I wouldn't
talk as much, I would let them tell me what they wanted to write about, the
world they know, the things they've seen, what they're afraid of, and what
they like to do. I'd give them a prompt then step away until it was time to
listen and thank them for sharing their story and for their bravery for doing
so.
Over the past seven years, I have learned that through writing, if given
time and space and a sense of safety, anyone can begin to find the love, the
belonging, the confidence, the ability to see things from a new perspective
that is essential to a meaningful life. Through the sharing of stories, of
experience, of hurts and pains, of confusions and grief, and joys and dreams,
we can begin to understand that underneath it all we all have similar fears and
needs. We may be “in recovery” or “at-risk” but we don't have to recover or
risk it alone.
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More compilation poems using the words of Rhonda, Paul, Grant, David, Jacob, Sarah,
and Wendy*
*not their real names
This Story has Yet to See its End
Trying to get out of this body — childhood prison.
No one noticed me
dreaming of ice cream and donuts, dope –
brain food –
kicking my spirits into space.
Uselessness of my imagination,
ideas disintegrate into dust.
Give me a break! Why am I doing this everyday?
It’s all been said before.
But!
I’m letting go of the demons in my head;
stop being who I am and become who I am supposed to be.
I am in control of me.
I feel love, it never left me — there are cracks I can get my fingers into.
This story has yet to see its end;
I’m onto the next right thing:
The best me I can be.
I am Strong Enough to Live Through Hell
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My fear is to melt
Into the status of a nothing.
I’m already quite empty,
There’s just this comfort place inside my head.
Sick people with good intentions
Draw me back into the insanity, where
Behind the smile is a knife,
Under the mean is fear.
Fear’s right in front of me on that
Train back to hell.
I need stilts to boost me into the sky
Where I will not get sucked in.
Thoughts can be redefined —
I can be accountable,
Live without the chase to drugs.
I want to preserve humanity,
Build people, walk with them
Connect with everybody,
To be a part of life, a life with hope.
It’s OK to fail –- but I passed.
The day is here and
I feel strong.
I will find peace and make
Sense out of insanity
In the cracks and crevices of my gray matter.
I keep coming back to the best of me.
There is always something better waiting.
I can give myself a break without breaking myself
Because
I’m strong enough to live through hell.
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Writing Grief:
A Writing Workshop within a Hospice
Bereavement Program
Vicki C. Mayk
Hospice House of St. Luke’s Hospice in Bethlehem, Pa., sits tucked away
at the bend of a road. A floor-to-ceiling mosaic greets visitors in its
welcoming entryway. To the right, a kitchen stocked with snacks and comfort
food is ready for family members who need a break from their bedside vigils.
A library with cozy chairs offers a spot for quiet reflection and meditation.
The atmosphere is so homey that it’s easy to forget that Hospice House is
a final stop for people at the end of their lives – a place where people draw
their last breaths and where families say hard good-byes. My career gave me
the privilege of working with St. Luke’s Hospice for five years, as a
community relations and communications manager. Among the many things
I learned is that hospice supports both the family and the patient. I also
learned that celebrating the life that is ending is truly part of the hospice
experience. Both were lessons that I took with me when I went on to my next
job.
In 2012, I returned to Hospice House after an eight-year hiatus in quite a
different role—one that had grown out of those earlier lessons. In completing
a master’s degree in creative writing, I was required to do a teaching
internship. Instead of teaching an adult education workshop or community
college class, I chose to create and teach a workshop that employed memoir
writing to help the bereaved to process their grief. The workshop I designed,
“Writing Grief,” was a first at St. Luke’s Hospice. It was well received and
subsequently has been offered annually as part of the bereavement program.
Using writing to process grief isn’t new. Grief and loss have long been the
impetus for writing memoir and personal essays. Writers as diverse as C.S.
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Lewis, Joan Didion and Cheryl Strayed have used grief and loss to inspire and
inform their writing. In his work, A Grief Observed, a collection of reflections
written after the loss of his beloved wife, Joy, Lewis wrote of the experience
of grief. “No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear. I am not afraid, but
the sensation is like being afraid; the same fluttering in the stomach, the same
restlessness, the yawning. I keep on swallowing. At other times it feels like
being mildly drunk or concussed. There is a sort of invisible blanket between
the world and me….”
From a more clinical perspective, social psychologist James Pennebaker
of the University of Texas at Austin, has pioneered the concept of writing
therapy, establishing a link between using language and recovery from
trauma. Pennebaker has written extensively about the fact that writing about
difficult experiences leads to significant physical and mental health
improvements. Despite this work, the idea that writing could be used as a
formal way of dealing with grief for non-writers has not been fully explored
in many hospice bereavement programs. Using writing in this unique setting
challenged me to develop new approaches.
In developing my workshop, I sought a way that would allow any person
– not just those who define themselves as writers—to use the written word to
explore and process grief. The more philosophical kind of writing, like the
kind exemplified by C.S. Lewis, would be daunting to many trying simply to
set thoughts down on paper with no thoughts of publication. I took my
inspiration in developing the workshop from my former colleague in the St.
Luke’s Hospice program, the Rev. Anne Huey, who is spiritual services
manager for the program. On more than one occasion, I’d heard Rev. Huey
tell the bereaved, “Our job when we mourn someone is to remember them so
fully and so completely that they are not really lost to us.”
Reading Cheryl Strayed’s popular memoir Wild, which deals in part with the
loss of her mother, I recognized the truth of Rev. Huey’s words. Strayed has
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written, “Through my work, my mom has been made alive to so many
people. In some strange way through art, I brought my mom back” (Strayed).
Indeed, Jeffrey Berman, professor of English at SUNY at Albany, writes
in his book Companionship In Grief that all memoirists writing about loss
experience a dual benefit. Berman explores famous memoirs dealing with
spousal loss, such as Joan Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking and poet
Donald Hall’s The Best Day The Worst Day: Life with Jane Kenyon. Berman writes,
“I was not surprised to discover that nearly all the memoirists affirmed the
power of writing not only to memorialize loss but also to work through their
own grief. With the possible exception of Joan Didion, all the writers in my
study would agree with John Bayley’s observation in Widower’s House: ‘Writing
about the dead is a way not only of continuing to feel in touch with them, but
of expiating guilt’ – the guilt being, I presume, survivor guilt (Berman).
Workshop Structure and Exercises
In “storying” the life of the person lost, the writer recalls the individual
who died and his relationship with him. I structured my six-week workshop
to provide the bereaved with the tools to begin the storying process. It was
equally important to create a safe place for the writers to explore their grief.
For that reason, the workshop followed the same rules for participation that
are used in the hospice bereavement program’s other workshops and support
groups. Participants are required to be courteous and respectful to other
group members. Everything shared in a group remains confidential and is not
discussed outside of the group. It should be noted that a social worker from
the bereavement program sits in on the writing workshop to provide
additional support.
Sharing and participating is encouraged at meetings – but is not
required. That last item caused me some concern in the context of a writing
workshop: sharing of the week’s assignment needed to remain voluntary
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given the sensitivity of the bereavement process. However, it turned out that
most workshop participants shared their work more than once. For the few
who were not prepared to share, or who felt a particular week’s assignment
was too emotionally difficult, I offered to meet one on one with the writer to
discuss. A number chose that option.
The first week is spent discussing the difference between memoir,
biography and autobiography. Memoir – which allows the writer to focus on
a particular time period or theme – is presented as a more personal way of
writing about the loved one who was lost. More importantly, because the
memoir form encourages the writer to reflect on the meaning of
relationships, incidents and experiences, it provides opportunities for
processing grief that might not be available in writing a life story following a
chronological format often used in biography or autobiography. Some
participants joined the workshop with the idea of creating a chronicle of
stories to pass down to other family members. Again, memoir is a good
format for such a goal.
I chose memoir as the form to be explored in my workshop for another
reason. Writing in her book Braving The Fire: A Guide to Writing About Grief and
Loss, author Jessica Handler states, “Almost all memoirs are ultimately about
identity: who we once were and who we have become.” One of the essential
things that a person learns as they grieve is that life will not return to what it
was before the loss – whether the loss was a job, a marriage or a person. The
bereaved often long for life to “get back to normal.” But loss changes our
lives and creates a new normal. Memoir writing that explores loss ultimately is
writing about the journey from life before to life after. My goal in the
workshop is to help participants explore that transition. During the three
years of offering this workshop, I’ve had many people tell me that the writing
their stories about a past life and past relationship has made them feel ready
to move on to the new normal

51

Chrysalis vol. 1 no. 3 (2016)

Beginning the writing process can be daunting. Quoting an essay about
writing memoir by the late writing guru William Zinsser, I encourage writers
in the workshop to “be yourself, speak freely, and think small.” (Zinsser)
Exercises reflected this advice, with each one providing a focus that was
manageable for those not comfortable with the writing process. For those
who had difficult or uncomfortable emotions to deal with in writing about
loss, the advice to “speak freely” served to give permission to write about
both positive and negative memories and experiences.
Assignments provide specific direction but also are flexible enough to
allow each writer to choose to explore memories of specific events,
contemplate their loss, or recall the lost individual in detail. The first exercise,
“writing about a person,” urges participants to create a portrait of their lost
loved one using multi-sensory details. An exercise in the workshop helped
them to think beyond surface physical traits such as hair and eye color and to
tap other things that were defining characteristics of an individual. Index
cards with prompts such as “birth order,” “military veteran,” “immigrant,”
“religion” and more are randomly dealt to workshop participants. At threeto five-minute intervals, cards are passed to the right. With each new card, the
writers are challenged to consider whether these details are important in
describing the person they have lost. Was the person’s religion central to
their definition of self? Did being the oldest or middle child continue to be
part of their identity in adulthood? How did a person’s military service impact
them? Answering these questions helped writers to develop a multi-faceted
portrait of another person.
Subsequent exercises focused on describing a place or describing an
object associated with the deceased. The rationale for the assignment about
place is to allow members of the group to recall memories of a place they
associated with their loved one or to reflect on how a place changes after the
loss of someone who lived or worked there. One workshop participant
described in vivid detail a lush garden created by her husband, remembering it
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as it was when she walked there with him. By the end of the essay, she
described returning to the garden without him after his death, contrasting the
experience before and after her loss. An electrician participating in the
workshop after the loss of his wife recreated the spot beside the river where
he had proposed to her.
The exercise in describing an object allows writers to capture a memory
of possessions intimately associated with their friend or family member.
However, nothing could have prepared me for the essay written by my
student Jean about her late husband’s bedroom slippers. Jean humorously
wrote about her husband’s nightly ritual of putting on his slippers and his
penchant for misplacing them – and the grumbling that accompanied his
search. The essay ended with Jean’s reflection that the slippers were the one
item of clothing she’d been unable to give away after his death – an item so
beloved that she sometimes slept with them. After sharing the essay with the
group, Jean reached into her bag and set the slippers on the table. Such
moments in the workshop are unforgettable.
Moving on from these exercises, writers begin to work on structuring
longer pieces that reflect the grief experience. They are urged to begin to look
at seemingly disparate or unrelated memories and see how, when woven
together, they convey a particular aspect of their grief experience. With that
direction, an assignment to write a piece using separate memories that had a
distinct progression from beginning to middle to end yielded surprising and
moving results. Jeff’s essay began with his memory of the first time he saw his
wife. As a teenager working in a grocery store, he was tasked with sweeping
the floor. Working his way up and down the aisles with a push broom, he
turned a corner to find a pretty young woman in his path. From that early
memory, his essay progressed to the memory of the day he ordered her taken
off of life support. His very literal interpretation of beginning and end yielded
a powerful and moving piece of writing.
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What I’ve learned as a facilitator is that I’m there to create a safe place
where the grieving can tell their stories: stories of their life with the person
they lost, stories of their grief, and stories of life after loss. Writing these
stories down allows someone who is grieving to more thoroughly process
important memories and moments. Because we don’t require anyone to share
what they have written, participants feel free to express what they are feeling.
By creating a safe place, participants are able to write about things that are
extremely important and personal. By the end of the six-week workshop, they
are sharing stories of the most profound and intimate kind, revealing truths
they may never have shared with others. For example, John, who cared for
his wife through her death from Alzheimer’s disease, eventually shared that
he had been a Catholic priest when he met his wife and she had been a nun.
They had left their religious orders to marry. To share this unspoken and
important truth through the process of writing was a freeing and affirming act
for John in his grief journey.
Many participants have shared their deepest feelings about their losses for
the first time. This was especially true for men writing about spouses and
significant others. As a culture, many men do not often share their deepest
feelings of love in a public way. In our group, men shared profound moments
of connection with their late wives – reliving the first time they met or they
day they proposed. Conversely, I’ve seen women reflect on their changed
role now that they are no longer wife or mother.
The common experience for all of the writers in the workshop is that
they feel better – emotionally and in some cases physically – after writing
about their loss for six weeks.
What Writing Grief Accomplishes
Just as Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’s famous “Five Stages of Grief” is not a
cookie cutter description of the grieving process for every person, no writing
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workshop is a one-size-fits-all method for writing about loss. As the
workshop leader, I’ve come to recognize that I’m there to help people use the
act of writing to make sense of this most difficult time of their lives. While
the goal in most writing workshops is to develop skill and refine writing, the
primary goal in the grief writing workshop is to aid the grieving process by
providing a tool for examining and reflecting on the experience. Author
Jessica Handler writes, “Loss transforms the stories that we expected of our
lives.” My job is to help participants honor and chronicle the old stories
while finding the words to begin telling the new ones.
It’s long been acknowledged by psychologists and social workers that
human beings are hard-wired to use stories to interpret events and make
sense of life. The grief writing workshop reflects this. By constructing a
narrative about loss and the people we’ve lost, growth, understanding and
healing is possible.
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CREATIVE WORK

From Wishing for Repose
and the Beauty of Things
Poems by Matthew Gray and Timothy Johnson
Reflection by Timothy Johnson
Freedom of the Hills
When did I exchange
without thought, my mountains for
civilization
extensive childhood
memories when I pondered
alpine landscapes filled
soulful desires
unmet dreams haunt the waking
reaching peaks now burned

A Foggy Day on the North Shore
It is difficult
to locate meaning while cool
mist blows off the sea
and islands fade in
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and out of sight. Even so,
nice young girls yelling
“stupid birds,” rush gulls
from stranded picnic litter
and they soar away

The Lee Shore
Watching red balloons
drift past the lighthouse to sea
reminds me of dreams
Perhaps a boy let
them go as he heedlessly
blew out his candles
In time they’ll return
deflated with the tide, and
he will know regret

Your Pregnant Moon
Highway drive tonight
the city's pink pregnant moon
reminds me of you
dear friend, remember
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desert eves beneath mountains
this same moon rising
reaching above peaks
shadowing conversations
shaking consciousness

Primal Wisdom
Bird songs fill the tree
each content with their homestead
Such essential verse
tempts imitation;
guileless sirens breaking
down my self-conscious
chatter. A bobcat
stalks by swiftly, low, unseen
in the harmony
River in November
Placid black mirror, the
Ipswich beneath me reflects
light clouds and dark trees
not a metaphor
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for time in my life, rather
of boyhood summer
the sheen beckoning
to be broken, or gothic
old-age’s unplumbed depth
This collection of poems, and forthcoming book, has been the work of
seven years’ intermittent effort. Above all it is the embodiment of a
friendship kept thriving through collaboration. It was conceived as a
Heideggerian project, a way to create purpose and meaning in the face of
life’s conundrums, changes, and ultimately death. Through the process of
crafting these poems Matt and I have refined our awareness of self in nature,
in society, and in life; we have obliterated space and toyed with time. For the
reader, some of these poems may succeed and some may fail, aesthetically
speaking. For me, they are all that remains of a transformative creative
process that harnessed the power of poetic form to alter phenomenal reality
and capture the ephemeral.
The seven years of occasional observations and poetic temperament
captured in this collection spanned the late 20’s and early 30’s of the
authors. Both Matt and I settled down, began careers, bought houses, and
started families. Matt got a dog, I did not. Rebellious and unconventional
dreams came to reside in the form of white-American, middle-aged, middleclass life. A friendship founded on outdoorsmanship, literature, speculative
philosophy, and political concerns became divided by two thousand
miles. The perennial tensions implicit in these common transitions motivated
the creation of these poems. Particularly within the context of our
increasingly materialistic and environmentally irresponsible culture, a poetic
synthesis appeared to be called for.
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I came up with a triplicate haiku form as a possible embodiment of the
synthesis that was needed. I blended the image driven simplicity of the haiku,
and its attention to natural cycles and metaphor, with the developmental
possibilities of the sonnet. We decided on a minimalistic approach to
punctuation. More importantly, as the project grew, the creative process
became entirely collaborative. Each writer would submit drafts to the other,
who would then have the liberty to rewrite and recraft in ways that would
certainly violate the etiquette of any workshop setting.
As such, these poems are co-authored in a profound way. Effectively,
these poems embody the deconstruction of authorship, as it is traditionally
conceived. Usually, the author is thought to have an inspiration, some
insight, as an individual, that then gets objectified in the production of a work
of literature. Revision is a process of refining and circling in on an accurate
portrayal of the individual’s perspective. Even the Japanese collaborative
Raiku tradition preserves the individual voice of the competing poetic
composers. In contrast, our poems come from a transcendent perspective
that exists due to the collaborative attempt to craft poems with a single
speaker. The “voice” of each poem is singular, but its ontological referent is
the synthesis of a plural consciousness; it belongs to both the authors of this
collection, and cannot be parceled out.
These poems are the aesthetic embodiment our “answer” to the problems
of our time (at least some of them). The romanticized conception of the
artist as an inspired individual has contributed to our culture’s increasing
blindness to the work and craft inherent in anything of beauty and value, as
well as the cult of the individual where “everyone has their own opinion”. In
the place of superficial “acceptance” we all must undertake the rigorous work
of crafting a self in relation to the other. In this vein these poems are a
meagre beginning (two middle-aged, white men collaborating is hardly the
cross-ideological and multi-perspectival process that will be needed to resolve
the global environmental, economic, ethnic, religious, and gender issues that
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populate the planet), but I think it is a beginning nonetheless. The synthetic,
transcendent perspective generated by thorough co-writing is a space where
tensions are brought into relation as parts of a whole, without violence or
sublimation. The speaker of each poem above is the singular voice of a
human collective, a collective that, for now, is comprised of two individuals,
but, theoretically, without limit.
The process of authorship, here, began in the traditional manner. I would
notice something and make a note in my pocket Moleskine, or deliberately go
in search of a natural scene that I could use as a scaffold for some human
issue or psychological conundrum. After making a prose description or
narrative, I would then revise that into the Triku form. Still raw, I would
send a group of these to Matt, in Denver, via email or, more often, snail mail.
Upon receiving my drafts, Matt would smile at the tea stains on the paper,
and read my drafts. Reading, here, becomes a psychological journey across
the time and space that separates the two of us, it becomes an attempt to be
in the same place the poem was written from. As such, the co-author would
sift the murky draft for a kernel of shared experience or understanding and
then begin their own creative effort to rework the wording, the line breaks,
and often the images and concepts themselves to express that shared
perspective. Matt’s efforts then came back to me, where I would repeat the
process again. Drafts shuttlecocked back and forth across two thirds of the
continent over the course of seven years until they coalesced.
Sometimes the revisions were a matter of tinkering and refining. For
instance, I sent Matt a draft of “A Foggy Day on the North Shore” where the
second and third stanzas read: “and the islands fade/ in and out of sight.
Even/ so, a few young girls// rush the seagulls from their stranded picnic
litter/ yelling “stupid birds.” Matt’s marginalia reveal that his first move of
revision was to alter the enjambment in the second stanza: “and islands fade
in/ and out of sight. Even so.” Thus the “in” and the “and out” are separated
by the line break, which better replicates the phenomenal experience of the
62

Chrysalis vol. 1 no. 3 (2016)

islands shifting status from the speaker’s perspective. Also, the revision frees
up a syllable which allowed Matt to move “yelling “stupid birds” into position
as the last line in the second stanza. This adjustment juxtaposes the
discontinuity of the visual image with the sight and sound of the girls, and it
opens a way to remake the last line of the poem into one that makes the
move back toward the psyche of the speaker. Matt’s third stanza then reads:
“young girls rush seagulls/ from stranded picnic litter/ insight soars
away.” Thus the poem completes a cycle. It begins with the speaker’s
description of an image that captures the ephemerality of sight, the division
that separates human experience in time from the universal truth of the
island's’ existence, it then moves out to narrate the dynamic of the girls
(whose youth is similarly ephemeral, whose innocent thoughtlessness has
polluted the beach, and whose attempts to judge the birds’ Darwinist
opportunism ironically reflects on them), to finally move back to the impact
on the speaker’s ability to grasp “insight” which “soars away” like the birds.
To move the draft in this direction effectively, Matt had to make the
experiences and insights his own, he had to imaginatively sit on the beach
with me in the summer, while he sat in his Denver home in the fall. When he
sent his comments back to me it was winter, but as I continued to work out
the kinks in the poem I too returned to the beach to see what my friend was
noticing there. Drafting and revising became a way to spend time together in
a space created by aesthetic composition. Even though the seasons changed,
and the moments were gone, and. we were never literally working on the
same poem at the same time, when either of us was working on a poem, we
were with the other in the imagined perspective and space generated by the
poem.
As the poems gained layers through this process, so did our
friendship. Some of the tensions in my transition to middle aged and middle
class life became resolved. Through collaborative poetry I found a way to
develop new facets to an old friendship in spite of geography and other
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responsibilities. I was able to express my need for individual and intellectual
activity while being a family man. I found a balance between the need to
work on a career and the need to work on myself (in nature and as a member
of numerous levels of community). Other tensions proved intractable. The
act of objectification brought these conundrums into a psychological space of
antithetical harmony. Poetry, on its own, cannot solve the plethora of global
environmental problems or the complex dynamics between society,
capitalism, and the manifold of needs of an individual for a fulfilling life.
However, the process of writing brought these tensions together on a plane
that generated a transcendent perspective, and thus allowed me to hold them
without a nagging sense of stress and anxiety. The writing better enabled me
to comprehend a practical path of action. So, while I still find it “difficult/ to
locate meaning,” I think that the apotheosis of beauty that arises through the
search leads to a better life. I hope that reading these poems, and thinking
about them, may do the same for you.
Timothy Johnson is a writer, deep reader, and spends his career teaching
high school English in the north of Boston. He loves doing stuff outside with
his big family of four children and wife, Amber Ellis, and loves hiking and
getting lost out in the woods. He is currently working on a new collection of
essays.
Matthew Gray writes whenever he can manage it while chasing his toddler
around in Colorado. He teaches and leads and is of service to his community
in many ways. In his spare time, he likes running ultra marathons and hiking
in the wilderness.
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Turning
Barb Asen

Turning
Don’t get mad
at the mauve brown trees,
furry on the hillside,
sticks up close.
We all have to host
the wind and weather,
a knock on the bones
of new November.
Don’t be sad
when winter rules,
claiming every roof
in her white way.
The days that we have
are quick and tender,
the light that we make
yields frost to ember.
And when we plant a seed,
we wonder once again,
when will a new life start, how will it end?
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Don’t forget
on verdant days
to love the sun
and bless the rain.
Each season will turn
with pain and pleasure,
in honey and brine
will be remembered.
Each season will turn
with pain and pleasure,
with honey and brine,
will be remembered.

January 31, 2016
Dear Niece,
Good morning! My fingers are cold on the keys, having just worked the
frozen clip on the dog’s line. He’ll get a good hike in a couple of hours and
made the most of his relief visit to the icy outdoors. I pretend I don’t hear
him now trying to raid the kindling bucket. You’re with me a lot, you
know? I’ve held you as my muse so much lately because of an unanticipated
creative experience that I want to share. Here goes…
In late October, I was walking Vinnie along the river road, our default
off-leash destination very close to home. It was one of those days when
leaves were largely down (and not going back up until April at best). The
river is beautiful at all times, with reflections of hills and sky in colors and
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lighting du jour, or du hour. That day, the poignancy of the season touched
me, and on our homeward lap I heard a short poem in rhythm with my
breath and footfall:
Don’t get mad
at the mauve brown trees,
furry on the hillside,
sticks up close.
We all have to host
the wind and weather,
a knock on the bones
of new November.
Almost just like that. I played with it a bit and named it, “Aging
Autumn.” You may know that I work at the area agency on aging, so that
theme is with me professionally as well as personally.
Anyway, I liked it – the imagery of “stick season” (as we call it in
Vermont), the assonance of “close and host”, and the surprise, to me, of “a
knock on the bones”—something I felt rather than thought. I was touched
by the sense of inclusion of all beings in the movement of time, the process
of changing, of dying, of evolving, together. Even the young trees are
denuded in autumn; life has cycles within cycles to witness with awe and
compassion.
So I liked this little poem a lot… except that it seemed sing-songy. And
then it quietly struck me that this was a song. A song?! Not just for and
about my dog? Yes. And upon this recognition, a melody immediately
arrived, unschooled and unsophisticated, for sure, but sweet. A song!
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I sat with it, shared it very selectively, testing what it was like to assert that I
had written a song – me, a sometimes poet, a no-instrument/no school
band/forget-about-musical-notation kitchen singer… Was this a cute and
solitary trick of my 59th year?
I thought that one verse was all, but the next month a second part arrived
with colder temps:
Don’t be sad
when winter rules,
claiming every roof
in her white way.
The days that we have
are quick and tender,
the light that we make
yields frost to ember.
I liked the symbolism here, being that my own “roof” is pretty purely
white now (like Grandpa’s), and older age must come in nature’s path. It is
up to us to bring warmth and consciousness to our experience, especially as
we reckon with mortality. But the title was now wrong. Aging
Season? Aging Seasons? Song of Aging… yech, better to leave this question
aside!
At that point, I got together with a writing friend in her mid-eighties,
showed her the verses and sang her the tune. She liked it very much and
supported me to take time with the title. I was also uncertain about the last
line, which I had revised the morning I met with Earline to “jewels frost with
ember.” I later decided that was overdone, and returned to the way I first
heard it. Why I bother to mention this is that I often question how a listener
will take in my language and metaphor. It is my job, I think, to be clear and
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grammatically reasonable, intelligent but not obscure – while also giving voice
to poetry that comes organically. And then I must keep alert to avoid
overindulgence and artifice! I’m curious how you, my musical, lyrical niece,
approach the balance between personal process and interpersonal connection,
accessibility and magic.
At the end of December, I shared the song with a dear friend I visited
near Princeton, a gifted visual artist (and endocrinologist by day), who
regularly treats me to her paintings in progress. She liked it, too, and felt
that—gently challenged me to see if-- there was more to come.
Early January was apparently incubation time, for about a week after your
birthday, I received a bridge and final verse; I’ll insert the full lyrics (though
not fully cured, perhaps) at the end of this letter. It startled and delighted me
to find that I could go further, or indeed, stay open, curious and allow a full
unfolding of the creation coming through me. I believe that is the essence of
my fascination – not whether I may be called a “songwriter”, but how we can
invite and manifest and honor creative energy in its play. My Transformative
Language Arts friends and colleagues consider how our creative work
transforms self and society; this experience has moved and emboldened me
to sing spirit through words in new forms, with new wonder and new
possibilities. I hope that sharing it, however that may proceed, will move
others as well.
One more thing: maybe this song presents a further possibility for our
personal sharing. Ever since the tune popped into my head, I heard it with
cello accompaniment. You know I am not a musician, composer or arranger,
but I heard cello sounds on the long notes and transitions, especially
(“trees…weather…November”, and the like). Might you be able, sometime,
to show me what that would sound like? I’ll send you a voice recording so
you can hear the melody.

69

Chrysalis vol. 1 no. 3 (2016)

So that’s the Aunt Barbara story, and I again feel privileged to share creative
adventures with you. I am hungry to hear any of yours, be they about music
or any other self-expression, discovery, advocacy, healing…
Happy, happy [end of] birthday [month]. All loving thoughts to you and
partner and pups.
Big hugs,
Aunt B.
Barb Asen, in settings such as Memory Cafe and caregiver groups,
encourages supportive communication and artistic experimentation that is
reflective, playful and healing. She draws skill and inspiration from long
experience as a meditation practitioner, as well as in creative writing practice
that has included graduate study in the TLA concentration at Goddard
College. Barb lives and works in central Vermont.
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Dragon:
Archetypal “Smoke and Mirrors”
Susan Shepler
“From whatever side we approach this question, everywhere we find ourselves confronted
with the history of language, with images and motifs that lead straight back to the primitive
wonder-world.” C. G. Jung
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Symbols, Archetypes, Poetry, and Process
Since the stars have fallen from heaven and our highest symbols have
paled, a secret life holds sway in the unconscious. (Jung 23)
Dragon is a symbol, a primordial image, and an archetype; it is image and
emotion (words), a primary criterion of Jungian archetypes. Jungian
definitions, including Individuation, put Dragon in a right context so that
archetypal and symbolic content can be ascertained. According to Jung, we
can speak of an archetype as it “appears in a dream, in a fantasy, or in life”
(71), and an archetype has “a kind of readiness to produce over and over
again the same or similar mythical ideas” (70). Dragon is “a fantasy” imagined
through the course of my art and my inner journey, one of a series of visual
or concrete poems. As I created the images, I was “naïve” or unconscious of
the process, another criterion of Jungian archetypes. It took a few years, an
MA in counseling psychology, and an interest in Jung, before I recognized the
series of symbols and archetypes.
R. A. Johnson tells us that archetypes “arise spontaneously out of the
unconscious to appear in the dreams, visions, or imagination of any
individual, anywhere, any time” (28). While the poetry-image, Dragon, is
intentional in part, the image contains autonomous and unconscious content
attached to my awakening process. While projection and personal psyche play
into the process, and the dragon archetype is colored by my individual
experience of the archetype, the image contains a mysterious proliferation of
enlightenments, energies, and collective content entirely beyond my ability to
consciously produce. It is in the nature of archetypes to inform and
enlighten; what is unknown becomes known in ways that mitigate the difficult
path to higher consciousness especially as it concerns the shadow. It is the
nature of the symbolic process to manifest images, in one form or
another. “The fact is that archetypal images are so packed with meaning in
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themselves that people never think of asking what they really do mean,” (Jung
13).
Once I recognized the process, I no longer produced the concrete poems;
I began to work with the content of existing images, which has been my
passion for the past several years. I migrated the images from a word
program to a paint program, and I am cataloging them on my website at
AwakenArts.com. The concrete poems began as linear poems; they were
centered on the page, and then structured into shapes using a linear format
and standard word spacing (MS Word).

This is important because the environment was unlike many digital
formats with a variety of options for shaping words. The shapes were created
line by line, so words and shapes acquiesced to produce a whole image. It is
interesting to note that the process itself mirrors specific healing outcomes,
such as centering and integration; a whole image is produced from words and
images, integrating both left and right brain functions, for example. Such
multi-dimensional and overlapping characteristics (“mulit-valency”) typify
archetypes. While there is an intelligible pattern to individual archetypes,
nonetheless, they are a crisscrossing bundle of psychic energies.
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It is easy to understand my process in view of the many ways that words
enter into the creative process to produce outcomes that are transformative,
healing, and numinous. Through my process, words/affect combined with
images to reveal symbols and archetypes, enlightening through parables and
metaphors. Words are indispensable to my process as they illumine the path
to enlightenment. A simple definition of higher consciousness or
enlightenment may include greater awareness of self and others, acceptance
of our duplex nature, “integration of the parts” or selves, spiritual centering,
and a commitment to wholeness and healing. The notion of enlightenment is
germane to Jungian modalities, specifically the Process of Individuation.
Archetypes, by definition, contain positive attributes as well as negative,
unfavorable ones. When we interpret or project upon the dragon, we see
prosperity and friendliness on one side, and/or darkness and destruction on
the other. The poem, Dragon, embodies the conflict for the purpose of
enlightenment. It is my conflict, and the conflict is universal. Dragon glares
with hate and anger, blindness, and hubris, yet the archetypal dragon
symbolizes bravery, wisdom, and kindliness, as well. “The shouting sun, the
silent moon, the trembling baby stars" adds a touch of tenderness and
understanding to a conflict that is fabric of the human condition.
The process has added a certain roundness, humanness, and healing to
my personality, and through this process I have been able to “see myself” in
new ways. In time and in concert with other poems in the series, I began to
address positive and negative attributes in myself, as Dragon exposed a
fundamental and encompassing inner conflict—duality. I began to see and
reconcile
weaknesses
in
myself
joined
with
undiscovered
strengths. Considering a continuum of good and evil, I have learned to
accept the dragon as an image of myself, from the good fortune of a “dragon
dance” to the singe of shadowy attributes and emotions. Sketching the
Jungian healing modality as enlightenment through dream and fantasy images,
and healing through wholeness, it is for me, the selfsame healing journey.
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Inner work, as a practical experience, shows us that we can embrace the
conflict, embrace the duality, bravely place ourselves in the very midst of
the warring voices, and find our way through them to the unity that they
ultimately express. (Johnson 40)

Archetypal Themes and Motifs

Duality and The Tension of Opposites – Double or Twin Dragon / Plurality.
The dragon, as a single image, “contains” and holds both sides of the conflict.
“The ego keeps its integrity only if it does not identify with one of the
opposites, and if it understands how to hold the balance between them. This
is possible only if it remains conscious of both at once” (Jung, 91).
The
Heroic
Journey,
Transformation,
and
Treasure
(Coin)
“Heroes—in myth, literature, and real life—take journeys, confront dragons
(i.e., problems), and discover the treasure of their true selves” (Pearson 3).
Good “and” Evil, Spirit -- On the dragon’s mouth is the word, “and” (Dragon).
“True, the archetype of the spirit is capable of working for good as well as for
evil, but it depends upon man’s free—i.e. conscious—decision” (Jung 253).
“There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.” Shakespeare.
Unconscious and Conscious Awakening -- The dragon battles itself, unaware.
“It is easy to see what the battle with the sea monster [dragon] means: it is the
attempt to free the ego-consciousness from the deadly grip of the
unconscious” (Jung 348).
Words, Fire.
76

Chrysalis vol. 1 no. 3 (2016)

“This association of mouth, fire, and speech is not as strange as it would
seem; we speak of a man being ‘fired’ or ‘inflamed’ by another’s words, of a
‘fiery’ speech, ‘burning words,’ etc.” (Jung 162).
Death and Sacrifice.
The Dragon dies in the process of bringing the awakening message to life.
“Every time we confront death-in-life, we confront a dragon” (Pearson 3).
Instincts/Primal Emotions, Rage
“There is no change from darkness to light or from inertia to movement
without emotion” (Jung 360).
Wisdom (Wise Old Man) and Enlightenment – Confucianism and Chinese symbolism.
“Like two sides of a golden coin, the sides were made to live as one.” (Dragon)
“The archetype of spirit in the shape of a man, hobgoblin, or animal always
appears in a situation where insight, understanding, good advice,
determination, planning, etc., are needed but cannot be mustered on one’s
own resources” (Jung 216).
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The Mourning After
A Poem about Date Rape
Poem by Melissa Rose and Michael Ting
Reflection by Melissa Rose

Female Voice
Male Voice
Female and Male Together
I don't remember how I got home last night
I woke up hungover
Last night was a blur
Drank too much
Head still pounding I take a shower
Removing
The smell of her sweet perfume
Washing away the evidence
Aspirin won't remedy
This emptiness
This grin
I want this stench off me
Scrub off stains left by red hands
Never feel clean
This morning I don't recognize my reflection
I'm glowing
Hope nobody notices
I don't want to explain what I don't want to remember
I was watching her dance all night
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I don't even remember seeing him
She turned my way and gave me this look you only see in the movies
The room was spinning
She grabbed my arm
Intoxicated I lost my ability to stand
I swept her off her feet like Prince Charming
I started to feel sick
She said “take me to bed”, so of course I obliged
What happened next is so hard to remember
A nightmare I relive every time I sleep on my side
A drunken hook up at a house party
I couldn't believe she wanted me it all happened so fast
In the darkness
Half conscious
So wasted
Fumbling with
Bra straps
Zippers
Belt buckles
Pants pulled to my ankles
Unfamiliar hands invading me from behind
Plucking clothes off like flower petals
She loves me, she loves me not
I wonder what makes a corpse look sexy
She looked like Sleeping Beauty
My stiff body reacts like rigor mortis
She want me to do all the work and I'm ready for the challenge
Cold
Uninviting
Begging
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She wants it so bad
Too drunk to move
To drunk to ask...
Stop
Words muffled by the silence of ecstasy
No
Don't
Stop
We slip into bliss
Blacking out
Into full body relief
He's taken everything from me
I'm giving her all that I have
Struggling
Shhh....I hold her still
He holds me down
I make a canvas of her
Painting my passion across her hollow frame
I'm crying
She's moaning
Muffled by pillows
She might love me....I can hear her heart beat
This experience is out of body
Helplessness burned so hard into memory
When it's over I feel kind of bad...I don't even remember her name
Assault changes everything
Women can get the wrong idea about these type of things
My body is no longer mine but a possession
It was a one night stand at the end of one of those long work weeks...
Should I have expected it?
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...And some girls you're only meant to have incredible chemistry with once
I thought all rapes were committed in dark alleys by strangers
I had been in a dry spell
Can I admit what happened?
She came at the perfect one...no pun intended
He punched a hole in me
I came, I saw, I conquered
A temple desecrated
A few moments of feeling loved followed by
the comforting monotony of being single again
Trying to forget.
Afraid to tell anyone for fear they will say
I asked for it
We danced a long dance
Like a physical contract
Does this “nice guy” realize the damage he's done?
I just hope she doesn't bad mouth me for not calling
Ignorance is no excuse for violation
My dignity was destroyed in a single act of dominance
Hey! That is bullshit!
He kidnapped beauty as a trophy of conquest
I never took anything! You gave it to me!
Lacerated vaginal tissue
I thought you liked it rough!
Violent examples of power hidden under blankets of darkness
You raped me!
Hey, I didn't do anything wrong!
And I know what the definition
Of rape is.
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I was raped by a close friend when I was 19 years old. The next day I
confronted my rapist and asked him why he did it. He acted shocked by my
anger. Confused at the fact that having sex with a passed out drunk person
could never be considered consensual. He shrugged his shoulders and said
“I’m sorry” like a child who doesn’t believe their own apology. Like it was my
fault. Like I was over reacting. I spoke to a friend later that day and told her
what had happened. She also told me it was my fault. That I had flirted with
him before, and kissed him once, so I shouldn’t have been surprised that he
would be “confused.” My unconscious body was an invitation. In the
following months, I thought about what had happened, and how both my
rapist and my friend had reacted, telling myself that they were right, that
maybe what had happened to me, was my fault after all. When I told another
friend about my experience a few months later, he was enraged that I had
experienced this. All of a sudden it became clear to me that what had
happened was wrong. That I had undoubtedly been raped. Saying it aloud felt
like a release, a validation.
I chose to write “The Mourning After” as a way to process my
experience. I sank into a depression following the assault and needed to feel
heard and have my story told as a way to “let go” of the pain I felt. A part of
this “letting go” process was not only to tell my story as it happened to me,
but to create a way to empathize with what my rapist felt; confused by that
“grey area” unknowing consent we teach young men and women. We assume
rape only looks a certain way, but in reality, it takes many forms. In my story,
the woman (me) experienced a rape clearly and accurately, the man (my
rapist) did not experience it that way. It was just another opportunity to have
sex….no big deal. Does that mean the woman was not raped? My rapist
literally felt like he had done nothing wrong. Does that mean he did not rape
me? Creating a culture of consent rather than one of rape is what this poem is
asking the audience to do. To make it clear what rape is. Most rapes are
committed by people the victim knows. Partners or friends or family
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members who use that relationship as justification. Who use trust as a way to
wield power over another.
This poem asks the audience to examine how they view situations like
this. To dispel the myth of the “she cried rape” theory, and instead look at
the situation from both points of view and two individuals in the same
situation have very different experiences. We teach men to not ask for
consent and assume that everything is “ok” instead of teaching them to ASK
if everything is ok. We blame women for “putting themselves in that
situation” instead of trying to teach men not to rape. I have performed this
piece with several male poets taking on the “rapist” role. Every time a new
performer takes on the piece, he re-writes the male character, keeping the
mentality in mind, and bringing an authentic male perception to the situation.
The performance itself is what really makes this piece powerful. The audience
is viewing a rape as it is happening. In all its pain and raw emotion. The
female and her suffering is matched by the likeability and blasé attitude of the
male character. You want to believe both of the characters, but you don’t
want to have to choose sides.
When it is performed live, this piece brings up many different emotions,
thoughts, and reactions. I’ve had audiences side with the rapist on some
occasions, and I think this poem is a great conversation starter when it comes
to how we talk about sexual assault in our communities, and who we
“believe:” the victim or the perpetrator. What is most striking about this piece
is the audience's participation. It asks the question: Who do you believe in this
scenario? Two people are involved in an event and have two very different
experiences, and some of the audience might actually believe the man over
the woman as this is an example of rape culture in its purest form. I have had
audience members who are rape survivors triggered by the male character.
Other audiences are triggered by the positive reaction some people have to
the male character. Those who laugh and applaud his perspective, not
understanding, much as the character does not understand, that what he is
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doing is rape. I have been told that this poem actually promotes rape culture.
That the likability of the man makes him too human to hate and therefore
audiences cannot believe the victim. In these instances, I find it important to
note that this poem brings the real life way we view rape to light. This is
NOT a poem that promotes rape culture. At its core, it is an anti-rape piece.
It is a poem that shows the audience what rape culture is, and their
participation in it. In “real life” we (society) often do blame the victim. We
often do believe the perpetrator (or at the very least defend them). In “real
life” rapists hardly ever are charged with a crime and the victim is the one
who is criticized for their actions--what they wore, how promiscuous they are,
and whether or not they “asked for it.”
I’ve performed this piece at anti-rape rallies and events as a cathartic
healing event for a community of survivors to collectively share their
experiences and uplift those stories. I’ve had women tell me that they don’t
believe the male character could exist. That there is no way anyone could not
know they are raping someone. I’ve had other women tell me they have been
in the exact same situation and it is so healing for them to hear their story
being told on stage. So often, rape survivors are pressured to be silent about
their experiences, even though statistically 25% of women are survivors.
Performing this piece isn’t always easy because it is a literal and raw
description of my own personal rape, and performing it makes me relive that
experience, however, this piece is so important to perform because it is bigger
than my experience. It is a piece about how we treat rape and what rape
culture is in the United States. Writing this poem and performing it makes my
experience something that can change how other people understand rape
culture and what we need to change to make sure situations like mine stop
happening. How we can raise our sons to understand what consent is. How
we can support our daughters when they tell us THIS happened to THEM,
instead of trying to pretend it doesn't exist. The stories of survivors of sexual
assault are all valid, my own included. I stand by this poem not only because
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it is my story, but because it is a poem that can encourage others to look at
their own perceptions. To ask themselves: is that "nice guy" I know capable
of rape? Is that girl who "cried rape" actually telling the truth? To examine
how they perceive rape and its definition, and ultimately to create a world in
which poems about rape don't need to be written.
Melissa Rose is a spoken word poet from Eugene, Oregon. She has
performed her poems all over the United States and Germany and was a
featured performer at the 2010 German National Poetry Slam. She is
currently the Executive Director of S.I.R.E.N. a non profit organization that
empowers teen girls through spoken word.
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Fillet of Soul with a Dark
Night Glaze
Reggie Marra
- for Kris Kristofferson and Ken Wilber

Endless, empty darkness,
ineffable, voiceless eternity,
no thing to speak of
just

this

Still
Perfect
Silence
now
light so bright it
hurts your hair
since you’re there to see
it and
the good news is you
both see and be it
since you are it
in this manifest
game of Absolute
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hide and seek
suddenly
infinitely empty void
fills with potential
expanding in all
directions and no direction
but forward –
an omni-directional
vast, silent explosion
into and as infinity
timeless, ever-present
Awareness – oh my, God –
you choose to manifest,
hurtle through hot
endless nothingness,
slow, cool, begin to
take form –
liquefy, solidify,
learn to breathe
and you’re still learning
with this breath
emerging neural cord

begets slithering impulse,
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begets hairy emotion,
begets operational thought,
gets more and more complex,
even now –
and look at you, becoming us,
Mr. and Miss Homo habilis
with our opposable thumbs,
creating tools with which
we attempt to grasp
the ungraspable, and
Mr. and Mrs. Homo erectus
standing upright on both twos,
recognizing our connection
with each other, learning
to simmer those early grunts and
calls into language that helps us
find our voice and endeavor
to speak the unspeakable, and
embrace the dawning
human potential movement
sending us in search of
warmth, and that first
success-driven speech, a
short, truncated vowel
accented by an index
finger
pointing toward
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the cave, and
Mr. and Ms. Homo sapiens
start to share big stories as
myth emerges from magic
and calls forth reason –
Copernicus, Bruno, Kepler
and Galileo tag team
a parade of pontiffs –
Bruno gets a stake and fries
that Clement Eight, Galileo suffers
Urban renewal – together launch
the science-religion smackdown,
and the winner is
to be announced
during intermission at the Apocalypse
Theater’s infinite showing of the
Eternal Present –
unwrapped
beneath the bodhi tree, on the cross and
mountaintop, in the cave – or
wherever you happen to
find your Self.
Check the Universal Nondual News
for show times
right now, look to the lofty,
shaved-head, everyone-is-right,
tetra-arising, talking-horse’shuman part of you – oh, Wilber –
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Spirit-in-Action by any other name
is still
a rose
arisen
a raisin’ as the Sun
from this waking dream to
face the challenge of lying
in the luxury of multiple perspectives,
creature comforts and I - Am - ness
while the prosthesis business
booms in Baghdad,
Bethesda

and beyond

rest in the timeless
perfection of this very moment
while the hole in your heart
blossoms too big to bear,
too intimate to bare
and the move from
me and you
to us
to all of us
to all that is

is

just this,

just this, but
sometimes so hard to remember,
to shift
to move on
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and we don’t know in that moment
when the sheep leaves his fold
when the fool flees her flock
if he’s a rebel without a clue, she’s
of little faith, or the next emerging
evolutionary perspective –
what’s a shepherd to do?
As I speak, whose voice
is this, really – whose vision
informs my first-person pronoun –
the eye of flesh? the eye of mind?
the I of Spirit? Or, perhaps,
the Cistercian’s anonymous
authority of the collectivity
speaking through yet another
case of mistaken identity?
Inquiring minds want to know.
I am in this room, and
I am this room and
everything and everyone
in it. I am music,
silence and
of course I love myself
and every single one of me
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whom I’m nevertheless called to ask –
do I authentically transcend
and include the
skin-pigmentation thing, the
masculine-feminine thing, the
hetero- homo- transand bi- thing, those
ever-resilient ethnic and
religious things, the
liberal-conservative,
wisdom-compassion,
justice-mercy, and
intimacy-solitude things, and
can I finally stop seeking
what’s impossible to avoid
what I always already am
and fully feel my
absolute Embrace, my
Mother of all diversity issues,
the One as the Many,
who invites me to sit down in
the
One
Taste
restaurant,
order
my
fill
from the Emptiness
menu
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– I’ve already had the Fillet of Soul
with a Dark Night glaze, so bring
me whatever you prefer –
dine alone with you, with us,
with all of us, in the company of
all that arises moment-tomoment in ever-present
Awareness, savoring every
morsel of each course
served
in this Nondual Feast
still desire,
have room for
and enjoy
the sinfully divine, moist
midnight chocolate cake,
get up from the table
wash all the dishes
return to the street, and
in my own voice
eternally
nourish and nurture
all sentient beings?
The Poem’s Story
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On January 24, 2007 I received an email from a stranger, and initially
assumed the subject line, “You must be some poet”, was a goof from a
friend, but the email itself dissolved that assumption:
Reggie, I don’t believe we’ve actually met but anyone whose poetry is
endorsed by Naomi Shihab Nye and who works with Ken Wilber has
GOT to have something big going for him!….it is just a fledgling idea I’m
exploring at the moment. I’m designing the National Speakers
Association Convention this July in San Diego. I’m going to get our
crowd to a higher level of consciousness or die in the attempt! This
program will have a very strong neuroscience / metaphysical
undercurrent to it and I’m planning to disrupt pretty well every dimension
of the Convention that I can get my hands on in order to get people
thinking differently.
Poetry and music, I think, are the two best
channels to a higher zone. I’m looking for someone who will wax poetic
about full human potential / the integral world / creating reality etc. in
the opening night of the Convention, July 9. Would you feel good about
doing something like that and would you be willing to if I can set it up?
Best regards,
Ian Percy
I responded to the email (Ian had me at “disrupt”), and was put in touch
with the opening-night keynote speaker, whom I would precede, and whose
theme would be “Your Brilliant Potential.” After some three months, twentyone drafts, and another two months learning how to embody and present the
poem, I delivered it on July 7 to some 1,200 professional speakers, who were
not at the San Diego convention to listen to poetry. No one got hurt.
I decided early on that a poetic riff on the still unfolding potential that was
present before, and in the ensuing 13.8 billion years since, the “big bang”
would be the most appropriate poetic introduction to what was sure to be an
impeccably written, choreographed and delivered, albeit more conventional,
keynote on “brilliant potential” (it was). Cautious optimism visited briefly
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when the draft of what would become the first two-thirds of the poem came
to me in about 90 minutes in two writing sessions. The process slowed down
significantly immediately thereafter and for the next three months.
What Ian had given me by mentioning Naomi Shihab Nye and Ken Wilber
was recognition of what were at the time my two primary professional, and in
many ways personal, focuses – poetry and integral applications. That
someone out there recognized the potential of what might happen where
these two disciplines meet, and that he had somehow found me, felt
serendipitous. All I had to do was unfold the trajectory of 13.8 billion years in
a 6-7 minute poem.
This reflection, some nine years after the poem emerged, and just four
months since it first appeared in a bound book, reminds me that I continue
to have significantly more unfolding questions than definitive answers about
the writing, the poem itself, and its ongoing impact on me and on the various
communities within which I dwell. In novice Rilke style, I continue to live,
and occasionally love, the questions as they emerge.
Attempting to Write From 50,000 Feet
Moving the writing from the initial “Endless, empty darkness” through the
emergence of “Mr. and Ms. Homo sapiens” involved less about what to say and
more about how to say it. Choosing what to say and how to say it about our
post-Homo sapiens-emergent world and especially the most recent 50 years or
so – a microscopically tiny speck of time, saturated with an exponentially
increasing volume of information and experience, access to which is all too
readily available – presented another ‘probloptunity’ altogether. What began
to unfold in this processing of what, how, and even how much became a
focused exploration of what I pay attention to both within and outside
myself, what I value and care about, how I view myself and the world at large,
and finally, who (the hell) I think I am. Oh, yes. That. Who exactly is deciding
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what to include or exclude in this 6-minute riff on 13.8 billion years?
“[W]hose voice is this, really?”
Amid this wonderful identity-crisis-based selection process it dawned on
me that I was writing a poem to be performed – my love for my slam and
spoken-word colleagues notwithstanding – something I don’t typically do. My
bias required this poem to work on the page as well as in its vibrations of
vocal cords and inner ears. As I wrote and read aloud, listening to and feeling
into the emerging sounds and rhythms, I end-stopped and enjambed lines,
broke stanzas and spaced words in order to honor those sounds and rhythms,
and (as a recovering Enneagram 8) to think I might control, or at least
influence, how a competent reader might read the poem.
The irony was not lost on me that the poem’s initial audience would be
neither expecting, nor particularly interested in, poetry, that their center of
gravity (i.e. collective worldview) might not fully embrace, or embrace at all,
the poem’s perspective, and that Ian’s request to write a poem that would
“disrupt” a convention and “get our crowd to a higher level of consciousness
or die in the attempt” might warrant another look, perhaps through the poet’s
self-preservation lens. Looking back, the only lines I wrote specifically for
that initial audience – successful 21st-century professional speakers, were:
“embrace the dawning / human potential movement / sending us in search
of / warmth, and that first / success-driven speech…”, and the only research
I did provided the names of the popes who oversaw Galileo’s house arrest
and Bruno’s burning at the stake. That they were Urban and Clement the 8th,
respectively, was ridiculously good news for the poem.
As I wrote then and write now, one overarching question asks, “How
much of what this poem posits do I simply know about, how much do I
understand at some level, and how much do I truly embody in my moment-tomoment experience?”* Back then, and now, still, two responses emerge:
1. Who cares? – the poem seems to be all right (Thanks, Archibald MacLeish),
and
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2. What is it about me – how I see and am in the world – such that this question
even matters? So much for not answering a question with a question.
Or two.
The rest of this writing spirals out from that initial question, and the two
questions that arose in response.
Reflection from the Heart, Mind, Soul and Feet
My mind’s response to how much I know, understand and embody with
regard to the poem’s ‘content’ was something like, “Do you really belong on
stage for the opening general session of the National Speakers Association
annual convention, presenting a poem on the evolutionary impulse to over a
thousand people who make presentations for a living?” My heart immediately
responded, “Yes,” and my soul simply smiled in silence.
At the heart of where I stood as I wrote the poem, and where I stand now
is that which allowed me to write the part of the poem that begins “rest in
the timeless / perfection of this very moment /…”
From this point on the poem suggests that “timeless perfection” includes
everything from that “hole in your heart”; to increasingly inclusive moves
“from / me and you / to us / to all of us / to all that is”; to not knowing if
the wayward sheep or fool is a rebel, an infidel or
_____
*This question emerges from the second or two roots that can be clarifying in
virtually any circumstance: 1) What is it about this (moment, event, person,
etc.) such that I respond as I do? 2) What is it about me, such that I respond
as I do to this (moment, event, person, etc.). #2 tends to be where the juice
is. an “emerging / evolutionary perspective”; to the inquiry into what or who
is speaking through “my first-person pronoun”; to a further inquiry into
how I truly hold skin-pigmentation, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity,
religion, and those wonderful “liberal-conservative, / wisdom-compassion, /
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justice-mercy, and / intimacy-solitude” polarities that are at the heart of
virtually every local, national and international conversation in the 21st
century.
As I slide myself along each of these wonderful continua, I am acutely
aware of the blue-collar, New York, Italian-American, Catholic roots that
taught me in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s that America was the best country,
Catholicism was the one true religion, “original sin’ was real, guilt was normal,
being queer was a sin, having an abortion was a sin, slavery was a bad thing
(not so much a sin, though), and even thinking about sexual pleasure was an
“impure thought” – itself a venial (low grade) sin. Subsequent meetings with
friends and colleagues who are my chronological and worldview peers, and
whose earliest years were significantly more progressive, inclusive and
‘concept-of-sin free,’ than mine, continue to remind me of our wonderfully
human developmental trajectory, and all of the nuances of family, childhood
experience, religion or lack thereof, at-large culture and the physiological
traits that impact it.
So, what? So, as with every work of art, once we cut the umbilical cord and
allow it to be in the world on its own, every reader or listener who chooses to
engage the poem (or has it forced on them at a convention) will engage
through his or her unique worldview. I admittedly have cut the umbilical
cord cognitively, but not fully from an emotional level. When I presented the
poem in San Diego through a rock-concert, voice-of-God sound system, I
was listening for laughter at the funny parts and looking for recognition of
‘universal experience’ in the faces of the folks in the expensive seats. Silly
me. When I presented it in 2008 at TLA’s “Power of Words” conference at
Goddard College in a less formal setting, to a much smaller audience – but an
audience that was open to receiving it, the ‘universal’ recognition was
palpable, and the laughter, especially Rick Jarow’s knowing guffaw at “Bruno
gets a stake and fries / that Clement Eight” was validating – truly a Sally Field
at the Oscars moment for me.
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Which, of course, begs that annoyingly persistent question, “What is it
about me, about how I see and am in the world, such that external validation
matters?” The question is not asked in judgment or as a critique. Rather, it is
grounded in authentic curiosity: hmm, what’s this really about? Maybe it’s
essential to what I do next, and maybe it’s not important at all. Maybe
validation and recognition from a community of like-minded peers is healthy.
You get the idea. The question asks me to stay open to what is.
Ultimately (yikes), I believe the very thing the poem does for me and may
do for others who listen to or read it is just that – invite openness – to find
myself in the poem, whether attempting to grasp the ungraspable, fleeing my
flock, or enjoying that sinfully divine midnight-chocolate cake, and do my
best, through whatever lens I happen to access the world, to stay open to
what is. The poem speaks to and through traditional, modern and
postmodern worldviews – each of which thinks the others are wrong, naïve
or crazy, and juxtaposes them in a way that recognizes that each of them
emerges in response to specific life conditions, each offers something of
value, and each is partial. Find yourself in the poem, stay curious and open
yourself up to your truest version of what is right now. Who are you, really,
and what (in the world) are you doing?
I live with these questions every day, and as the late Harry Chapin wrote,
“Sometimes words can serve me well, and sometimes words can go to hell,
for all that they do.” The poem continues to point me toward some things I
did not know I knew, and at the same time reminds me that deeper
embodiment of what I think I understand would be a really good idea. Back
them words up, Pardner.
Shortly after I returned home from San Diego, a close friend and poet
asked, “Okay, so now that you’ve written about arc of evolution, what’s left
to write about?” I laughed at the time, knowing he was joking, and still not
sure how to respond. Of course, what’s left are the details within every line of
this and every poem, the subtle qualities of what emerges and what fades
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away, the paradox(en) of celebration amid grief and essence within loss, and
always, always, love – all of it is left to live, love and write.
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Coping Through Connections:
Faith, Rationality, and Poetry
Roy J. Beckemeyer
Rosarium Threnody

"Tell the beads
of the chromosomes
like a rosary, Father."
- Kathryn Kysar from her poem, "Coyote Addresses Science"

We tell the string of chromosomes
like a rosary, follow, finger
by finger, the coiled helix home,
count mitochondria for the Mother
of God. We bear each mutation
to the cross as if we trail another
time to Golgotha. Your faulty
genes, my distorted DNA, bad
seed or ovum, no matter, only

the twisted proteins, the blood
slow to clot, the child, small as
my hand, too soon in the world.
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Five times tenfold, here at the tomb,
"blessed is the fruit of thy womb."

Reflective Piece
In February of 2015, poet Kathryn Kysar of St. Paul, Minnesota came to
Watermark Books and Cafe in Wichita, Kansas to read from her book, Pretend
the World. Before her reading, she put on a workshop entitled "Writing
Connections." Always ready to learn from others, I signed up for the event.
The title of the workshop was, it turned out, quite prophetic.
In that workshop, Kathryn used a common technique for kick-starting a
writing exercise. She handed out a list of quotes and give the participants ten
minutes or so to write a poem inspired by one of those lines. I glanced down
the list of quotes, looking for something to grab my attention. One literally
jumped off the page at me:
"Tell the beads of the chromosomes like a rosary, Father." - Kathryn Kysar
Why did this line strike me? I didn't think about it at that moment, but in
hindsight, it was tailor-made for me. I grew up a Catholic, went to parochial
schools, and earned my undergraduate degree at a Jesuit-administered school
(St. Louis University), so the rosary metaphor was perfect, even though I am
no longer the devoted and devout practitioner of Catholicism that I was then.
The term "rosary" denotes both the prayer beads used by Catholics and the
associated set of prayers, which involve asking the Mother of God to
intercedewith her Son for those doing the praying. At the heart it is
comprised of five sets of ten beads, each used to count off repetitions of the
"Hail Mary" prayer, and each separated from the next by one bead used to
recite "The Lord's Prayer."
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Then there is that connection. The beads of chromosomes. I am an
aeronautical engineer who, on retirement, got involved in research into the
evolution of flight in nature, particularly in the first animals that took to the
sky, the insects. That interest ultimately led to some fairly extensive reading in
molecular and developmental genetics. So Kathryn's metaphor hit me hard;
the image it conjured up in my mind was a rosary composed of DNA helices
studded with bead-like purines, pyrimidines, and wrapped around a hand.
A third connection that contributed to the shape of the poem arose from
my on-going work on my family's genealogy. I had been looking through
grave-marker data-bases a few weeks earlier and had come across information
on my sister, Mary, who had been stillborn when I was a toddler. My mother
had never said much about her. Even though my siblings and I were naturally
inquisitive, the subject was always too sorrowful for her to talk about. Thus a
second image, the stark words of a newspaper death announcement about my
long-dead sister, was also floating there in the back of my mind.
Connections, connections, these thoughts and pictures meshed and
words fleshed themselves onto the page. I ended up with a narrative, free
verse poem. This first draft was raw, but seemed to work fairly well; it had
inklings of real power and emotion. I revised the words and structure many
times over the next year, and ended up with the "modern" sonnet, reprinted
here - comprised of lines of mixed length and meter (i,e, not in iambic
pentameter), and with an unconventional stanza scheme to make up the
fourteen lines: four enclosed tercets and a terminal couplet that made up the
volta or turnaround.
The narrative is in the voice of a father addressing his wife as they
accompany the funeral cortege for their child, dead at birth for some genetic
abnormality. I use the rationalization of the father using the scientific terms as
a way of him trying to deal with the anguish, agonizing and at the same time
trying not to agonize over who was "at fault." His recitation of the rosary was
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a way of asking the Mother of God to intercede between him and his wife
and God, in his thought that Mary, as a mother who lost a child to
predetermined death, would understand, and perhaps find a way to assuage,
their grief.
The judge of a contest to which I submitted this poem saw this tugging of
reason and faith, saying in his comments: " - the reserve with which the poet told the
story increased the emotional power of the poem. The form was handled nicely with natural
speech and formal properties in synch. The poem had a certain learnedness that seemed
fitting for the solemnity of the event and the learnedness was in the service of the poem."
The scattered references of the protagonist of the poem to DNA,
chromosomes, genes, mutations, reflect my own personal response in times
of stress and heartache. I attempt to rationalize, bring all the secular science I
can find to bear, as if knowing the mechanics, the scientific basis of the
"how" of a tragedy might somehow help to ease the inherent senselessness
and sense of loss. The referrals to religion all tie to Mary: her following her
son to the place of his crucifixion, her knowing, His entire life, that He was
destined to sacrifice Himself. There are attempts to tie the rational and
religious aspects together, e.g., in the phrase "count mitochondria for the
Mother of God" - mitochondrial DNA is genetic material passed from
mother to child through recombination - more connections. The entire poem
has become a reflection of how I imagine that I might respond to this kind of
loss, attempting to understand, alternating between that and falling back on
faith I thought I had long abandoned. In the end, the turnaround, the final
couplet, the poem turns back to the calming repetitiveness, the meditative
nature of the rosary: saying the "Hail Mary" over and over, each time coming
to those words of blessedness, the words and thoughts that might, eventually,
bring peace.
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In this poem of imagined mourning and loss, then, I have recovered
something, made old connections new once more: found, again, the long
forgotten consolation of faith.
"Rosarium Threnody" first appeared in the Spring 2016 issue of Dappled
Things.
Roy Beckemeyer, from Wichita, Kansas, has had poems published in The
Midwest Quarterly, Kansas City Voices, The North Dakota Review, Dappled Things,
and I-70 Review. His debut collection of poetry, "Music I Once Could Dance To,"
(2014, Coal City Review and Press), was selected as a 2015 Kansas Notable
Book. He won the 2016 Kansas Voices Poetry Award.
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“When the Dying Has Begun”:
Death, Grief and Poetry
by Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg and John Willison
Death is at the table with us when we write together at Turning Point:
The Center for Hope and Healing, where I've been facilitating workshops for
people with serious illness since 2003. The workshop participants have been
through a dizzying amount of surgeries or strokes or heart attacks or
chemotherapy treatments. They don't flinch at terms like “palliative care” or
“quality of life,” yet everything sees through those terms that distance people
from the real deal of dying. We joke too, wildly and often, about everything
from the constant refrains of “You look great!” everyone tends to hear, and
how people want to respond with, “Yeah, great for death warmed over” or
“You treat me like I have the funeral home on speed dial.”
We also write, and in the case of John Willison, write with great passion
and connection, creating a legacy not just for family and friends, but a
window into dying and death for any of us, which means all of us. John
shows us how accepting that mortality is part and parcel of living fully, dying
is hard and heartbreaking work, and grief opens into a panorama of pain, joy,
beauty, fear, insight, blindness, confusion, clarity and tenderness.
John began taking the writing workshops, usually held on Sunday
afternoons from 1-5 p.m. every month or two when his parotid cancer was
happily in remission in 2012. He wrote of feeling like a kid in a candy shop, a
man who dodged a bullet. He also wrote passionate love poems that gave all
the women in the class hot flashes as well as clear-eyed explorations of death
that made us all nod. His cancer returned several years ago, “a slow freight
train,” as he described it that would keep rolling, first in his spine, then to the
rest of his body.
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In the last week of John's life, after the cancer has spread through John's
spine, bones, and brain, he corresponded with me about death and poetry for
both this Chrysalis submission and for his first and last book of poems, I Have
My Home in Two Worlds. He focused on his final revisions for his poems and
his last words on the importance of writing while dying despite the pain and
exhaustion, the recent radiation treatment to target the uncountable
constellations of cancer spots in his brain, and the lack of time left, and
because of his deep love for his wife and family, friends and community.
Stephen Jenkinson, founder of the Orphan Wisdom School and author of Die
Wise, talks about how we need to wrestle with the angel of death to find
meaning rather than fight the executioner of death to deny its power. John
does this through how he lives and writes as well as why he writes. Four days
before he died, John wrote,
Billy Collins said, when he was at Unity (Unity on the Plaza in Kansas
City, Missouri), that if you are going to major in poetry that you would need
to major in death. Words, wherever they come from, are a great mystery, and
can bring a relief and awareness and recognition that weren't there before,
even to those saying them. We have to teach the dying about the process of
dying as much as the living care how to care about the living!
In his poems, he acknowledges the strange concept of his remaining time
and how to best use it, explaining, “If there is an additional theme I think
about it is when Carlos Castaneda is told: 'You think you have time, but you
don't!'” Coming to class regularly, even in late March of 2016 when he was in
the middle of almost-debilitating radiation, he wrote through his pain, in full
view of whatever life was left. After the class and for this article, he wrote me:
When I had my surgery about 8 years ago, I thought I would
always stay in the here and now. I didn't. I would slip into old
habits and patterns and be as I always was, at times, and not who
I wanted or could be. Life without pain easily led to denial or
delusion. This calling has been different. Life is palpably been
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counting down. It is a consistently softer world now: the
consistent beauties and sharpness of my wife, family, friends,
nature are here, but so is the elbow of a woman standing in
Walmart, the seeming chaos of urban traffic. And the pain,
terror, dread and sorrow of tomorrow and tomorrow all mixed
and needing invited in with tenderness and love.
I think of dying and grief, one a physical, emotional and total ending
experience, and the other the mourning of what's vanishing, drastically
changing, and leaving a massive hole in our lives, as overlapping and
mysterious. I also see grief and dying as more a place than experiences, skills,
or feelings: a landscape of vast forests and tundra, sudden tropics and beachside cottages, then massive parking lots where I can't remember where I
parked my car or how to get home. Colors are more vibrant, peaches never
tasted better, nights never were longer, and pain never more acute. John's
poetry isn't a map because the very nature of dying and grief defies maps,
directions, and timelines. Yet poetry, especially John's, can be a lantern to
hold up while walking the changeable path. Long may this light shine!
Here are some of his poems and comments on each poem:
When It Is My Turn Now
When I feel the air stirring,
the brush of wind signaling
that the sweet angel of death
is winging her way to where I lay,
will I be courageous?
Will I whoop and shout
or will I cower?
Will I be able to say to my Beloved
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what matters and what can fall away?
Will it be a song and not a lament?
Will I be able to mine the gold from the depths
bring the precious cargo (my heart, my love)
into the light of day as an embrace?
Or will my voice be stilled?
and if so, will my silence be enough?
John's comments: One of my early poems and doubts. Saying the words is more powerful
than the words to wife, family, friends. Think I can know.
Talking to My Wife on a Late Winter’s Evening
I heard myself say,
as I was sitting zazen,
I will miss this.
How you can hear the hum of life,
the rush of blood
when all else is still.
I sit across from a young woman who,
while gazing into my eyes,
recites the Five Remembrances
She is shining.
There is a brook flowing inside of her,
cascading with life,
a river underneath
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and another, deeper still,
whose waters fill my eyes
pool, catch at the rim, spill
because she is so perfect, so complete,
because this cannot stay.
One day, like every other day,
she will leave the house under an abundant sky,
intent on serving the world,
and will not come home this night.
As I recite the Five Remembrances, I watch her eyes.
She cannot hold back, is overcome.
She knows that I am ill, that I have not escaped.
We break through the thin shell of life,
falling into an intimacy of strangers,
not dependent on familiarity or remembrances.
I will miss this.
John's comments: This is one of my first attempts to write about peace and loss, following a
retreat to Joan Halifax's Zen Center in New Mexico. It was, and is a revelation still.
That we will lose all we love, sooner or later....everything, everything.
Reasons to Love Grief
Because it looks like it is, bent over and weeping,
0r like something other: a dark stranger with a fedora
pulled down over a shadowed face.
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Either way, recognized or not,
nobody calls its name.
It isn’t invited into the parlor for tea,
for it makes the guests fidget and stutter,
their cups rattling in the saucers.
So grief sits on the stoop, tiny and trembling,
or with sweat beading at the brim, glaring,
and polishing its gun.
You should love grief, because, chastened so,
when it goes out, if it goes out at all,
into the assault of the world,
it’s under cloak and veil, too ashamed,
too raw to reveal itself, all rag and bone.
Love grief, because there are moments when
it decides to go some distance away –
to a lonely cabin by the lake, which it considers
jumping into because it’s always wondered
what it would be like to drown.
You should love grief because it isn’t itself anymore.
It goes out to bars, drinks all night, hurls insults,
gets into fights and comes home, all cut and bruise.
Love grief because when it looks in the mirror,
it does not see itself reflected back.
It has been hollowed and emptied out
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and simply wants to drop down
into the stone cold ground.
You should love grief because it is a lost girl,
abandoned by those who should have loved her.
Even her friends just chit and chat,
talking about their next meal,
getting their fill of the world
while sitting next to them,
there is someone starving.
It is all that, but it is also this:
the tenderest thing just a tear away
from breaking wholly open,
letting the deepest love it has ever experienced
come spilling out.
And love your grief because
if not you, who then.
John's comments: In a death-aversive culture, grief takes a big hit. You just can't go there.
More readily now, but not easily. There are so many vagaries to grief. Takes so many
shapes and forms. I wanted to show those using words that make sense. Well, wherever they
came from. This was started at Turning Point then edited at a shoe store.
Tikkun Olam
When all was darkness and the light was to be carried
into the deepest night, the containers of this sacred cargo,
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unable to withstand its presence, shattered.
Shards of light penetrating everything and everybody becomes hidden.
In the beginning, there was the wound and the light.
Tikkun Olam: it is up to us to gather these shards.
This is how we heal the world and repair each other
For my latest bone scan I was injected with Technetium-99,
a radioactive isotope sent out to find every tumor
which has taken up residence in the shadowy interior:
L4
L5
T3
T8
T9
S2
Left Femur
Right Sacrum
This geography of bone marks the coordinates of my cancer,
my own shards of light in their increasingly fragile vessels.
We will all end up as pocket change and broken bones
soon enough,never again to be assembled in just this form.
This is to be mourned in the day among friends and strangers;
In the night, sitting alone in the pounding silence.
But this brief life we have still!
Like breath forming on a window looking out
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onto a limitless sea, a momentary shower falling
from an empty, cloudless sky – This is to be sung!
Stay awake, friends.
One day, beyond the nearing threshold out into the Far Lands,
you will glimpse all at once the Once Upon a Time,
the Fervid Present, the Whatever Will Be – all the same thing.
Try to take in the immensity of this.
Gather me up, and I’ll gather you to dance
under the narrowing sky into the silence
John's comments: I have always loved and believed this story.....the fact that energy is neither
created nor destroyed. That life is immutable. That science is real. That spirituality is real.

Things I Don’t Know
How I was born into a brightening day,
wearing nothing but light and air.
How I learned to turn and fly, watching the ball thrown
by my father at field’s end trace the curve of the rounding earth
to fall gently into my glove, knowing
that he would never put his love beyond my reach.
How I was graced, after five decades, to meet my wife:
The words a revelation still ringing through the days
and nights. My wife, whose heart is thrumming
beneath my chest even as I write these words,
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and live in the spaces between.
I don’t know how it came to be that my doctor proclaimed
I had cancer and dropped us into twenty feet of darkness.
Or how we were ever able to climb out, discovering,
to our amazement, that these broken vessels
hold such fragrant honey,
That this world is a baptismal font and not a drowning pool.
That if you are still, very still,
a stampede of wild horses will come
and bear you into being, back into this world.
Or how, when you come home against a darkening sky
life will wiggle up to you, turn its belly up
for your stroke, for your pleasure.
I did not know how much I have always been home.
John's comments: Everything that ever happened, "good or bad" (sometimes months or years
later) in my life has been a mystery!! May it always be.
The Dying Has Begun

The strafing has begun.
The radiation has lit the lesions of my brain
on this already star-strangled night.
My own constellation of Cancer.
The beams will not discriminate.
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They will help me live longer,
but there will be considerable collateral damage.
I know my body may flay and bleed.
Soon, I will have neither tooth nor claw.
I am the uncertain child searching for the certain hand.
However, the savagery of the heart,
the fierceness of the soul
knows that something wondrous is happening soon.
Spring clefts the sky and is sung
with reds, yellows, pinks –
a riot of colors
As the lights blink out, one-by-one, in this life
they burst open as they flow through
the portals of death.
Take in all that you feel:
the terror, the dread, the heartache
and sorrow, and this,
this ongoing mystery.
John's comments: If you're going to write poetry, you have to major in death anyway, and be
really good at it.
Caryn's comments: This is one of the last poems John wrote on March 6, 2016 at Turning
Point.
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All poems reprinted with permission from author and publisher from John's
book I Have My Home in Two Worlds, available at http://lulu.com
Turning Point provides services, classes and support for people with serious
illness and their caregivers. See more at http://turningpointkc.org.

Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg, Ph.D., the 2009-13 Kansas Poet Laureate is the
author of 19 books, including The Divorce Girl, a novel; Needle in the Bone, a
non-fiction book on the Holocaust; The Sky Begins At Your Feet, a bioregional
memoir on cancer and community; and five poetry collections, including the
award-winning Chasing Weather: Tornadoes, Tempests, and Thunderous Skies in
Word and Image with weather chaser/photographer Stephen Locke. Founder
of Transformative Language Arts at Goddard College where she teaches,
Mirriam-Goldberg also leads writing workshops widely, particularly for
people living with serious illness and their caregivers. With singer Kelley
Hunt, she co-leads writing and singing retreats.
www.CarynMirriamGoldberg.com
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