
Poetry for Reading with the Rector on April 5, 2020 

Denise Levertov, from The Stream & the Sapphire: Selected Poems on Religious Themes 

Flickering Mind 

Lord, not you, 
It is I who am absent. 
At first 
belief was a joy I kept in secret, 
stealing alone 
into sacred places: 
a quick glance, and away – and back, 
circling. 
I have long since uttered your name 
but now 
I elude your presence. 
I stop  
to think about you, and my mind  
at once 
like a minnow darts away, 
darts 
into the shadows, into gleams that fret  
unceasing over 
the river’s purling and passing. 
Not for one second 
Will my self hold still, but wanders 
anywhere, 
everywhere it can turn.  Not you, 
it is I am absent. 
You are the stream, the fish, the light, 
the pulsing shadow, 
you the unchanging presence, in whom all 
moves and changes. 
How can I focus my flickering, perceive 
at the fountain’s hear 
the sapphire I know is there? 
 
 
 

 
 
The next poem is about this painting 



The Servant-Girl at Emmaus  
(A Painting by Velázquez) 
 
She listens, listens, holding 
her breath.  Surely that voice 
is his – the one 
who had looked at her, once, across the crowd, 
as no one ever had looked? 
Had seen her? Had spoken as if to her? 
 

Surely those hands were his, 
taking the platter of bread from hers just now? 
Hands he’d laid on the dying and made them well? 
 

Surely that face - ? 
 

The man they’d crucified for sedition and blasphemy. 
The man whose body disappeared from its tomb. 
The man it was rumored now some women had seen this  
             morning, alive? 
 
Those who had brought this stranger home to their table 
don’t recognize yet with whom they sit. 
But she in the kitchen, absently touching 
     the winejug she’s to take in, 
a young Black servant intently listening, 
 

swings round and sees 
the light around him 
and is sure. 
 
 
Madeleine L’Engle, from The Ordering of Love: The New and Collected Poems of Madeleine L’Engle 
 
Iona, I 
 

This land is holy 
the sheep and the lambs 
the abbeys destroyed 
in the name of God 
the remains of stone huts 
for God-seeking hermits 
the prayers of the nuns  
still lingering like fog 
despite rape and the fire 
the sound of their voices  
singing the praises 
of God and the morning 
the water for washing 
the pots for the porridge 
the fishermen’s nets 
and the sunset through raindrops. 
When we weren’t looking 
holiness broke through 
bright as a rainbow. 



John O’Donohue, from To Bless the Space Between Us: A Book of Blessings 
 
To Come Home to Yourself 
 

May all that is forgiven in you 
Be releases. 
 

May your fears yield 
Their deepest tranquillities. 
 

May all that is unlived in you 
Blossom into a future 
Graced with love. 
 
On Meeting a Stranger 
 
With respect 
And reverence 
That the unknown 
Between us 
Might flower 
Into discovery 
And lead us 
Beyond 
The familiar field 
Blind with the weed 
Of weariness 
And the old walls 
Of habit. 
 
 
Rowan Williams, from The Poems of Rowan Williams 
 
The poem that follows is written about this icon, Rublev’s “Trinity” 
 

 
 



Rublev 
 

One day, God walked in, pale from the grey steppe, 
slit-eyed against the wind, and stopped, 
said, Colour me, breathe your blood into my mouth. 
 

I said, Here is the blood of all our people, 
these are their bruises, pale and purple, 
gold, brown, and pale green wash of death. 
 

These (god) are the chromatic pains of flesh, 
I said, I trust I make you blush. 
O I shall strain you with the scars of birth 
 

For ever. I shall root you in the wood, 
under the sun shall bake you bread 
of beechmast, never let your forth 
 

to the white desert, to the starving sand. 
But we shall sit and speak around 
one table, share one food, one earth. 
 
 
 
Mary Oliver, from Devotions: The Selected Poems of Mary Oliver 
 
The Summer Day 
 

Who made the world? 
Who made the swan, and the black bear? 
Who made the grasshopper? 
This grasshopper, I mean- 
the one who has flung herself out of the grass, 
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand, 
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down- 
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes. 
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face. 
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away. 
I don't know exactly what a prayer is. 
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down 
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass, 
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields, 
which is what I have been doing all day. 
Tell me, what else should I have done? 
Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon? 
Tell me, what is it you plan to do 
with your one wild and precious life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Gerard Manley Hopkins 
 
Peace 
 

When will you ever, Peace, wild wooddove, shy wings shut, 
Your round me roaming end, and under be my boughs? 
When, when, Peace, will you, Peace? I'll not play hypocrite 
To own my heart: I yield you do come sometimes; but 
That piecemeal peace is poor peace. What pure peace allows 
Alarms of wars, the daunting wars, the death of it? 
 

O surely, reaving Peace, my Lord should leave in lieu 
Some good! And so he does leave Patience exquisite, 
That plumes to Peace thereafter. And when Peace here does  
     house 
He comes with work to do, he does not come to coo, 
He comes to brood and sit. 
 


