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INTRODUCTION
Listen, are you breathing just a little, and calling it a life? 
—Mary Oliver1
Have you ever longed for a life in which every last part of you is entirely used up? Have you ever followed that longing? Taken a step back from the known in your life and found yourself falling, falling, yet with the irrational certainty that the world is more right with you than it has ever been? Or dared to take a step forward and down into the known and humdrum details of your daily existence and suddenly found there a fullness of love and meaning as rich in its own way as others may know only through wild adventures?
The poems in this book call us to take that step. They can send us tumbling out of our familiar world—backwards or forwards, it doesn’t matter—down into unknown landscapes where we may find a new life we never dreamed we were worthy of. Poetry has that power. It has it because it pours from those same depths. Look what it did to Pablo Neruda:
and something started in my soul,
fever or forgotten wings,
and I made my own way,
deciphering 
that fire
and I wrote the first faint line,
faint, without substance, pure
nonsense,
pure wisdom
of someone who knows nothing,
and suddenly I saw
the heavens
unfastened 
and open. . . .2
In their different ways, all the poems in this book reveal the “Soul at the White Heat.”3 Some of them offer encouragement for those of us who feel at times, or even often, that our life is passing us by; that “the White Heat” is for the likes of Emily Dickinson, not for ordinary people like us. Take any poem in this book by Mary Oliver, and you will find a challenge to that kind of misconception.
When it’s over, I want to say: all my life

I was a bride married to amazement. . .
When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder
if I have made of my life something particular, and real.
I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened,
or full of argument. 
I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.4 
Feel the quiet intensity of Jane Hirshfield’s words in her poem, “Lake and Maple”:
I want to give myself 
utterly
as this maple
that burned and burned
for three days without stinting
and then in two more
dropped off every leaf;...5
There is, I believe, a longing in many of us, often unrequited, to give ourselves utterly to our lives, whatever that may mean to us individually. It’s simple, perhaps, but not easy. I have known that heat, that falling in; but I know, too, those gray, restless days when life seems just to limp along. For all the beauty and love I have known, and still know, I sometimes wake up “empty and frightened.”6 Even though I love what I do, I still have the feeling at times that I should be making a fortune somewhere in the business of the moment in London or Manhattan, rather than writing books about poetry, love, and revelation in a hut in the woods of upstate New York. I would make a great magazine editor, too, but the people at Condé Nast don’t seem to know that. This is one of the cracks in my world—the occasional but persistent idea that there is surely something more real, more resonant of life’s marrow, to be found in some other pasture.
Yet it is precisely the crack in our lives that can let the light pour through. We do not spring into life perfectly formed. We each have our fault lines, and it is not by turning away from them that life suddenly takes on its full glory. No, I believe that we come to our fullness not in spite of our darkness, but in the embrace of it. That is why there are several poems in this anthology of “poems of love and revelation” whose subjects are loss, death, darkness, and failure.
And I said to myself:
“What have you done with the garden entrusted to you? ”7
says the figure in one of Antonio Machado’s poems. Not self-accusingly, but with a heart that, to use that beautiful old Christian term, feels shriven. The person who is speaking in the poem realizes that all the flowers in his garden are dead. He dares to look at the reality of his situation, and he is chastened. From that disillusionment, that paring away of what hides the truth, new life may spring.
The only true prayer, says Rumi, is an egg.
Hatch out the total helplessness inside.8
And a little earlier in the same poem, he urges us to pray the prayer that has no equal:
I have no hope. I am torn to shreds. You are my first and  last and only refuge.9
We can only travel down through the truth of our lives on our own. Yet there is consolation, perhaps, in knowing that we are all on this journey together. It’s all right, Robert Bly says,
There are more like us. All over the world
There are confused people, who can’t remember 
The name of their dog when they wake up, and people
 Who love God but can’t remember where
He was when they went to sleep. It’s
All right. The world cleanses itself this way.10
Notice that last line—there is more than mere consolation in knowing that there is a purpose in all this apparently meaningless suffering. Not some grand purpose that we are all working our way toward; not suffering’s glorification (it will always stink), but purpose in the sense that it is obviously part of what happens here. Seen this way, it is not personal. Suffering is part of how it is on earth; it is an inherent part of the fabric of existence. And if we are lucky, it will break our heart open. That is the crack that lets the light pour through. That is the way the world cleanses itself.
Not only that: our failures, our losses, our sufferings of all kinds, are inextricably woven into everything else—into the flowers, the sunrise, the great achievements of mankind, and into our own successes, too. It is all one great, swirling, unending, creation, and every last drop of our life, its darkness as well as its light, has its part to play. With a cast of mind that sees the shadows as part of our story, instead of something we need to be rid of, the world can look and feel different. That’s what I love about another of Machado’s poems, in which he says
Last night, as I was sleeping,
I dreamt—marvellous error!—
that I had a beehive 
here inside my heart.
And the golden bees 
were making white combs
 and sweet honey 
from my old failures.11
That’s the way it is in this world:
one moment your life is a stone in you, and the next, a star. 12
As some of these poems will show you, the way to the star can often be to pick up the stone. Then there are those moments, hours, even days of pure grace, utter happiness that for no reason at all can burst in on our lives and fill our hearts with love, with gratitude, and can open our eyes to an entirely fresh way of seeing the world. You know how it is: you look up from weeding the garden, and there, barely a yard or two away, is a thrush on a branch, head cocked your way, glassy eye on you. And you waken into the world. Or you are driving, as Seamus Heaney was one day, and the light and the wildness around you suddenly “catch the heart off guard and blow it open.”13 Neruda’s “Ode to My Socks,” Levertov’s “O Taste and See,” Kinnell’s “Oatmeal,” Lawrence’s “Snake”—there are many poems here that capture such moments of revelation—for how else would you name them?
There are many, too, that speak of the degrees of love. And love itself is always a revelation, swooping down as it does from branches we never knew were there. We fall into love, too, and always backwards, for we never know where love is taking us. Our sober grip on reality is shaken loose and we are delivered up into love’s full flare. That’s what Nikki Giovanni’s wonderful poem “I Take Master Card” would have us do: throw all caution to the wind and charge love’s credit card to the full. Look at any poem by Anna Swir in this collection, and you will find that same abandonment to joy.
Robert Bly, in his poem “The Third Body,” summons a quieter love, the presence that can emerge between people when they are at rest in themselves. There are poems here, too, which rise from a deep well of compassion, and convey a love not only for one person, but also for those whose suffering draws out our own tenderness. I am thinking of Naomi Shihab Nye’s poem “Kindness”; but also of Galway Kinnell’s “Parkinson’s Disease” and Dorianne Laux’s “For the Sake of Strangers.” And finally, there is the love that is not of this world; the love of Mirabai, Hafiz, or Rumi—men and women who have fallen through the concerns of this life to live in the invisible fire in the heart of hearts.
The poems in this anthology are drawn from all over the world, and from every era of history. How could it be otherwise, since there is no time or place where love and revelation have not informed and inspired human existence? Taken together, they represent a great song of what is possible for us—all the ways in which a life can be fully lived. And the risk? The risk they urge us toward is the forgetting of our familiar lamentations for a moment and the taking of that tiny yet momentous step—the willingness to try on the life that is truly ours. Derek Walcott says it this way in these few lines from his poem “Love After Love”:
Take down the love letters from the bookshelf,
The photographs, the desperate notes,

Peel your image from the mirror.

Sit. Feast on your life.”14
That is the simplest way, to let the poems speak for themselves Better to turn the page, and fall in!
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WHEN DEATH COMES
Mary Oliver
When death comes
like the hungry bear in autumn;
when death comes and takes all the bright coins from his purse
to buy me, and snaps the purse shut;
when death comes 
like the measle-pox;
when death comes
like an iceberg between the shoulder blades,
I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering:
what is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness?
And therefore I look upon everything
as a brotherhood and a sisterhood,
and I look upon time as no more than an idea,
and I consider eternity as another possibility,
and I think of each life as a flower, as common
as a field daisy, and as singular,
and each name a comfortable music in the mouth,
tending, as all music does, toward silence,
and each body a lion of courage, and something 
precious to the earth.
When its over, I want to say: all my life
I was a bride married to amazement.
I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 
When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder
if I have made of my life something particular, and real.
I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened, 
or full of argument.
I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.

LOVE AFTER LOVE
Derek Walcott
The time will come
When, with elation,
You will greet yourself arriving
At your own door, in your own mirror,
And each will smile at the other’s welcome,
And say, sit here, Eat.
You will love again the stranger who was your self.
Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart
To itself, to the stranger who has loved you
All your life, whom you ignored
For another, who knows you by heart.
Take down the love letters from the bookshelf,
The photographs, the desperate notes,
Peel your image from the mirror.
Sit. Feast on your life.

WILD GEESE
Mary Oliver
You do not have to be good.
You do not have to walk on your knees
for a hundred miles through the desert, repenting.
You only have to let the soft animal of your body
love what it loves.
Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine.
Meanwhile the world goes on.
Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain
are moving across the landscapes, 
over the prairies and the deep trees,
the mountains and the rivers.
Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air,
are heading home again.
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,
the world offers itself to your imagination,
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting—
over and over announcing your place
in the family of things.

TODAY I WAS HAPPY, SO I MADE THIS POEM
James Wright
As the plump squirrel scampers
Across the roof of the corncrib,
The moon suddenly stands up in the darkness,
And I see that it is impossible to die.
Each moment of time is a mountain.
An eagle rejoices in the oak trees of heaven,
Crying
This is what I wanted.

POETRY
Pablo Neruda
And it was at that age . . . Poetry arrived
in search of me. I don’t know, I don’t know where
it came from, from winter or a river.
I don’t know how or when,
no, they were not voices, they were not
words, nor silence,
but from a street I was summoned,
from the branches of night,
abruptly from the others,
among violent fires
or returning alone,
there I was without a face
and it touched me.
I did not know what to say, my mouth
had no way
with names
my eyes were blind,
and something started in my soul,
fever or forgotten wings,
and I made my own way,
deciphering
that fire,
and I wrote the first faint line,
faint, without substance, pure
nonsense,
pure wisdom
of someone who knows nothing,
and suddenly I saw
 the heavens
unfastened
and open,
planets,
palpitating plantations,
shadow perforated,
riddled
with arrows, fire and flowers,
the winding night, the universe.
And I, infinitesimal being,
drunk with the great starry 
void,
likeness, image of
mystery,
felt myself a pure part
of the abyss,
I wheeled with the stars,
my heart broke loose on the wind.
—Translated by Alastair Reid

THE GATE
Marie Howe
I had no idea that the gate I would step through
to finally enter this world
would be the space my brother’s body made. He was
a little taller than me: a young man
but grown, himself by then,
done at twenty-eight, having folded every sheet,
rinsed every glass he would ever rinse under the cold
and running water.
This is what you have been waiting for, he used to say to me.
And I’d say, What?
And he’d say, This—holding up my cheese and mustard
sandwich.
And I’d say, What?
And he’d say, This, sort of looking around.

SHOVELING SNOW WITH BUDDHA
Billy Collins
In the usual iconography of the temple or the local Wok
you would never see him doing such a thing, 
tossing the dry snow over the mountain
of his bare, round shoulder,
his hair tied in a knot,
a model of concentration.
Sitting is more his speed, if that is the word
for what he does, or does not do.
Even the season is wrong for him.
In all his manifestations, is it not warm and slightly humid?
Is this not implied by his serene expression,
that smile so wide it wraps itself around the waist of the
universe?
But here we are, working our way down the driveway,
one shovelful at a time.
We toss the light powder into the clear air.
We feel the cold mist on our faces.
And with every heave we disappear
and become lost to each other
in these sudden clouds of our own making,
these fountain-bursts of snow.
This is so much better than a sermon in church,
I say out loud, but Buddha keeps on shoveling.
This is the true religion, the religion of snow,
 and sunlight and winter geese barking in the sky,
I say, but he is too busy to hear me.
He has thrown himself into shoveling snow
as if it were the purpose of existence, 
as if the sign of a perfect life were a clear driveway
you could back the car down easily
and drive off into the vanities of the world
with a broken heater fan and a song on the radio.
All morning long we work side by side,
me with my commentary
and he inside the generous pocket of his silence,
until the hour is nearly noon
and the snow is piled high all around us;
then, I hear him speak.
After this, he asks,
can we go inside and play cards?
Certainly, I reply, and I will heat some milk
and bring cups of hot chocolate to the table
while you shuffle the deck,
and our boots stand dripping by the door.
Aaah, says the Buddha, lifting his eyes
and leaning for a moment on his shovel
before he drives the thin blade again
deep into the glittering white snow.
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