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Introductory Essay: A Poet’s Heart, A Church’s Practice 

What if a poet’s mind were to run wild and became an active participant in a Roman 

Catholic Mass? What if a poet opened the doors of imagination to the depths of these sacred 

mysteries? This sonnet sequence explores the range of possibilities that emerge when a poet’s 

eye and tongue are placed at the mercy of religious worship. A grand liturgical Sonnet emerges 

dedicated to God and God’s people. The word liturgy in Greek means “work done on behalf of 

the people.” Medieval Catholic tradition developed a liturgical celebration that emphasized the 

active participation of the priest rather than of the lay congregation. In The Order of the Mass (A 

Poet’s Guide to the Holy Liturgy), the Poet reclaims the liturgy for the people.  The Poet here 

acts as a quasi-priest, fusing the sacramental with the art of poetry. Religious practice and the 

heart of the Poet begin to harmonize in this structured and amorphous metaphorical dance. The 

Roman Catholic Mass’s language, symbolism and tradition are rediscovered as song at the heart 

of the Church’s liturgy– listened to and played carefully by the Poet’s sonnets. This is the Poet’s 

liturgy, the work of the Poet done on behalf of the people. 

The inspiration for this project came from a comment made by my college professor in 

an American Catholic Studies course. She asked the class, commenting on the new English 

translation of the Roman liturgy, why the American Bishops had not asked poets to assist in the 

new translation? My own poetic sensitivities were intrigued. Being a practicing Roman Catholic, 

liturgy has seeped into the bones of my own daily existence. How can it not? I rehearse the 

same words, revisit the same symbols, and reread the same Bible, on a weekly and sometimes 

daily basis. The imagination of the practicing Catholic begins to be heavily shaped and 

influenced by the spirit of liturgy, though its beauty can sometimes be overlooked by the 

monotonous homilies of a soured old priest. The liturgy’s soothing contemplations 



overshadowed by the anxieties that come from the thought: “I am wasting my time at mass.” Its 

importance unnoticed by a large group of uninformed Catholics, whom by no fault of their own 

are unsure of what is really going on, questioning most of the time why they even attend every 

week. The Poet looks at the worries of the “wounded faithful” and says: this is precisely why we 

go to mass, to recognize that in our anxieties and discomforts we are not alone, and that 

together we can rejoice and celebrate our triumphs -- even without full clarity about why or 

how it all works.  

Denise Levertov, in her essay, “A Poet’s View” (1984) asks: “what if I prayed, 

worshipped, participated in the rituals of the Church? Might not faith follow?” (p. 242). She 

recognized the absurdity of waiting for clarity about Christianity’s greatest mysteries before 

engaging in religious practice. Like a poet that does not become an artist until they write their 

first poem, it is difficult to deepen religious faith without any form of religious practice. Levertov 

writes that as an artist “she was already in the service of the transcendent“(p.243). The Poet in 

this sonnet sequence begins to recognize his/her own ability to sit with the anxiety that comes 

from doubt and sometimes outright indignation in the face of questionable dogmas, unusual 

liturgical symbols, and error-prone human tradition. The process of living and deepening one’s 

faith can appear to be a constant dialogue between the internal and external, religious and 

secular, spiritual and physical. The Poet hears the beauty of this dialectic dance, and shapes the 

physical structure of the sonnets with a paralleled movement, paying close attention to the 

words of the Roman Missal and the personal prayers of the Poet and congregation, all in Christ’s 

presence. In the face of clarity and/or doubt, the poet is never alone.  

A Sonnet Sequence was used to capture the harmony and beauty of the Catholic ritual. 

In a striking balance of rhyme, iambic pentameter and fourteen stanzas, the Poet is confined to 



create meaning within boundaries. So too are those who practice the act of Eucharist, bound by 

the particular words spoken by a Priest, bound by the official responses the people must give, 

bound by the constraints of dogma and tradition that confine a Poet who loves to write in free 

verse to adhere to strict poetic rules. Now he/she must find a way to become free within the 

boundaries of a particular practice with a particular celebrant and an unknown community. 

Because the mass itself is separated into two parts, the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of 

the Eucharist, the Poet becomes less strict with rhyme and form as the poem becomes 

incarnated in his/her daily life, during the second half of the mass. It is no longer bound by the 

sound of harmony and balance that stems from a Sunday rehearsal for the Kingdom of God, but 

allows the person who attends mass to rediscover their own unity to Christ and his incredible 

presence and power even in the midst of total chaos.  

The Catechism of the Catholic Church speaks about the Eucharist as "the source and 

summit of the Christian life. For in the blessed Eucharist is contained the whole spiritual good of 

the Church, namely Christ himself” (Catholic Church 1324). The primacy of the sacrament of the 

Eucharist in Catholicism connects with the corporeal nature of its practice. The common act of 

eating, drinking and sharing bread and wine becomes the sacrificial act of Christ redeeming the 

sins of the world. The ordinariness of the world used for a greater purpose, used by God for our 

sake. The Poet is attentive to the ordinary, and has a keen eye to capture the extraordinary that 

exists in the mundane. Overused religious words, images, symbols take on new personal 

meaning for the Poet, reminding the Poet’s readers that the entire tradition of Christ’s salvific 

act was for not only for the rest of humanity, but for you.  



 
 

 
The Holy Liturgy’s Dramatis Personae 

The Christ – The object of worship, and mediator between God and humanity 
The Priest – The mediator between humanity and the sacrament 

The Poet – He/She is speaker of the sonnets, mediator between the sacrament and art 
 
Priest: Approaches, bows and lightly kisses the altar,  
like the finger of God bends and touches the hand of Adam on Earth.  
The Poet begins the Holy Liturgy with the sign of the cross. The road is opened 
 
In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti 
 
The Introductory Rites and Penitential Act / Original Rebirth 

 
The Lord be with you – And with your spirit.  
On God, my whale, for sinful minnows fishing,  
Through my most grievous wail, winnowed faults strip  
Away the rust, reeling poetry’s sheen.  
 
To celebrate the sacred mysteries  
I nail the liturgy’s words on my tongue.  
Reclaim the pain of metaphor’s miseries 
To birth in blood: Kyrie, eleison.  
 
Too full of grace, she break’s Man’s evil No –  
With Yes. The Virgin stomps Eve’s origin: 
All sin erased. Fruit poisoned, now blessed, to 
Replant seed in sacred ground for all kin.   
 
You take away the sins of the world, have mercy on earth.  
You take away the sins of the world, receive our original rebirth.  

 
Priest: With hands joined, says: “Let us pray.”   

The Poet waits, unsure if it is time to scream silently in chaotic question as he and the congregation looks at the crucifix 
 

Oremus 
 

The Collect / Our Collective Shadow from the Cross 
Through Christ Our Lord we watched the Man from top  

To toe to know the Vicar. His figure  
Would rend the veil, empow’r us to sop 

His shadow in ours. We teetered unsure.  
 

 I searched for sun to shine a crack of light 
 On skin so blemished. Gallows ripped my thoughts   

In two -- into ways of saying old things new. Rewrite 
The rite to make me happy.  I hoped I got 

 
It right this time.  Priests gave us umbrellas 

Impossible to open. We must be rained  
On by graceful pain. Our worn novella 

Read by Christ’s Shadow from the cross, reclaimed: 
 

“Your Word I came to Follow, underneath 
Your feet.  You weep shadows of future fruit, to reap from our collective, uncultivated heath.”  



 
Priest: He sits down first, the rest of the people sit.  
The Poet must not avert her ears to the sound of Truth, even when utterly lost in translation.  
 
Liturgia Verbi 
 

The Liturgy of the Word / Listening by Accident  
A reading from the book of words. Just words. 
Just us. ‘Till justice reign, and rain on us --  
Like bloody clouds that spring no peace, but swords. 
The Fall of woman or man? Dream, discuss. 
 
The response will be: “God restores.” 

Abhor my psalm at the rim of the well, 
My bucket dives for puddles on the floor.  

More Thoughtlessness, less Truth. Touch or flee Hell. 
 
A reading from the book of Fear. “’Be not 
Afraid,’ God spoke,” as we all played dead. “’Where 
Are you?’ She said.” I broke with the group: “Don’t change the Gardener’s plot.” 
Lost harmony. My body, my mem’ry layed bare. 
 

The people’s feet sat up on the pew, too relaxed to move, too petrified to listen.  
The Poet lost balance. His feet fell from the pew and learned for a moment what it meant to be a Christian.   

 
Priest: Before reading the Gospel, the priest sends the Spirit to the people. They send it back. 

The Poet wishes to hold on to the Spirit a little longer.  
 

Alleluia 

 
Proclamation of the Gospel / Christ’s Revolutionary Poetry 

A reading from the Holy Poet’s mouth. 
The Holy Poet once sang: “Love the Lord  

With all your heart, your soul, your mind.” The oath 
Of a poet’s first and greatest accord. 

 
The second order: “Love your neighbor as  

Yourself.” Mating flowers and Churches, cross- 
Bred to mass feed bread. None hunger at last. 

The Son’s words and actions pay the cost 
 

Too pricey and spicy to taste with our  
Conservative tongues. “Don’t hold back evolving. 

Multiply and be fertile with power.” 
The prophet clones Kings, Priests and Christs to sing  

  
The Truth of revolution.  Our nightly news theology: “This just in from the Holy See,  
The Pope and his poets have just discovered more than one Holy Trinity.” 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
Priest: Raises and kisses the Golden book, as he whispers to it: “Through the words of the Gospel, may our sins be wiped away.” 
The Poet wonders why the Priest wore a blindfold to read the Gospel.  
He could barely hear him. 
He hopes to hear the words of his Sermon a little more clearly.  
 

The Homily / The Sermon on the Mountain of Nine-Syllables 
 

I waited for the Priest to come down 
The Mountain of Nine-Syllables. I 
Heard some wise vowels three years ago. Now 
I’m afraid he might fall short. Why 
 
Did I yearn for the Priest to come down 
The Mountain and speak to me just one 
Consonant more than before? Turning nouns 
Into verbs. Please incarnate the Son.  
 
He preached: “The Church is a pair of glasses 
To read God’s musical notes. Understand?  
The stanza went too long. But amasses 
More harmony and tune for the band.  
 

My brother to my left was asleep. My sister to my right wanted more. 
I could see underneath the Gospel’s waters just a little clearer this time. A grain of sand clearer than before.  

 
Priest: After drowning in the depths of the Gospel a little, he shakes the waters off his robes. 

He climbs up that ladder only he is allowed to step foot on to find Christ’s table. The Priest mentions we are ALL called to the Banquet.  
The Poet, not sure of who she believes anymore, begins to profess her faith with the rest.  

Words emerge from her mouth. Her heart beats faster, as she speaks ancient words unafraid of committing perjury. 
 

Credo 
 

The Creed / The (Kind of) Profession of Faith 
 

I (kind of) believe in one God, Maker 
Of people and Earth – His artistic craft. 
To make all things real and visible. Her 

Gender unknown. Whose love is unsurpassed. 
 

I (believe more) in the One carpenter.  
The wood of Christ’s cross, consubstantial with 

The grand forest. Chopped down by the Gard’ner  
Planted, buried. Three days resprouts new myth.  

 
I (do) believe in the unruly Spirit. 

The poet’s Giver of life. Who proceeds  
From the world of shadows. Granting words new light.  

Who has spoken through the prophet’s needle. 
 

I believe in the veins of one (sometimes) holy, catholic and apostolic Church easily bled and resurrected. 
I await to live in the world to come five minutes from now. Risen, not dead. Amen.  
 
 
 



 
 
Priest: Stops speaking in rhyme.  
The Poet finally gets to add his own vocabulary to the universal prayer of the wounded faithful.  

All the other poets in the Church take out their pens and carve into their notebooks their deepest pains and joys.  
They share this with God in free verse. 

 
Oratio fidelium 
 
The Universal Prayer / Our Little Scattered Prayer in the Big Ordered Universe 
 
Not one word goes unheard. No drop of water  
      Wasted. Always finding soil to seep into, a thirsty mouth to satisfy. 
The pleas of the Church are but begging hands, waiting for a rich man to place a coin in.  
The needs of the Church are electric bills and insurance policies. Although sometimes it hungers for more.  
 
We grope, entangled on vines waiting to be pruned by our Master. 

We hope, one day we may be good enough to be consumed. 
We poke and prod to win what grace we can.  

This is all we need to save the world. 
 
From public authorities we ask for fertilizer.  
To mix our own crap with theirs. We both smell like sun-scorched leaves, our lips 
Brittle, parched and cracking. Lacking a little life in our family’s twigs.     
One day – a rose will emerge, from the pile of dirt. White and pure I am sure. 
 

Chaos tosses our tiny thoughts to the river. Constant streams of screams rushed in a panic. Fed-Ex 
My prayers to God. Uncertain He will receive them, when He will write back. By then it might be too late. We pray. I 

wait.  
 

Priest: After hearing the cries of the crowd, he is forced to prepare the gifts on the table for sacrifice and celebration. 
The Poet has never seen any of the objects being placed on the table. He’s also never heard the congregation pray so loudly. 

“A corporal, purificator, chalice, pall, money, Missal? What an odd celebration indeed.”  
The second half of the Mass becomes more unstructured. More free.  

The Poet begins to feel less out of place, but still insecure.  
 

Liturgia Eucharistica 
 

Preparation of the Gifts and the Altar / The Works of Human Insecurities 
 

“Blessed are you, God of all creation. 
Through your goodness, we have this ‘panem’ 
To offer. Flaky, toasted and misunderstood. It is bigger than the moon, 
And will become bigger than the sun. “    I whisper, Blessed be God forever. 
 
“Blessed are you, God of all creation. 
Through your goodness, we have this ‘vinum’ 
To offer. Flavorful, aged and not to be confused with society’s venom. 
It will become our antidote to Adam’s snake.”   I whisper, a little louder, Blessed be God forever. 
 
“Pray brethren (He really means, sisters and brothers) 
That our nice lapel sacrifice may be acceptable to God, 
The All-Tidy Designer.” Fearing to be stripped naked again  
In front of the world. I pray he accepts my shabby clothing. 
 



I cough unconfidently, terror clogging my throat: May the Lord accept our insecurities, 
For our good, and the good of all our Holy Church.” I forgot my Church was Holy, now I remember my securities. 

 
 

Priest: Looks at the people, and eagerly asks them, “Rip out  
your hearts from your chests. Lift them up to the Lord so that God might stop your bleeding.” 

The Poet is afraid to do it. The rest of the assembly assures her it is “right and just.”  
She tries. She fails. She tries again. 

Finally, with her heart beating in hand, she does not recognize it, but lifts it up in prayer.  
She knows her heart will never be the same again if she does this.  

She is the only one to throw her heart to the altar. It hurt. 
 

Hoc est enim corpus meum  
 

Eucharistic Prayer / The Breaking of the Heart  
 

My heart landed on the gold plate  
With all the other unconsecrated hosts. 

I was afraid I ruined the mass.  
The Priest picked up my heart instead of the bread. 

 
He broke it, and whispered to it softly 

As if my heart was listening. We all heard, as he said:  
Take this, all of you, and eat of it, 

For this is really my body, which will be given up for you.  
 

Tears gushed down the veins of my face. He held my heart too tight. 
People looked at my naked being hungrier than ever before. 

I was hollowed. People shared in my emptiness. 
We all hoped and prayed to be complete once more. 

 
I was too weak to kneel, and too frail to stand.  
The Priest genuflected on the rail of the altar for me. I wanted my heart back. The Christ did too.  

 
Priest: He does not notice the bloodied heart he has accidentally broken instead of bread. 
With blood dripping from the sacrificial heart into the chalice, he lifts the cup higher than the roof,  
almost touching God in Heaven. 
The Poet closes his eyes – a combination of blood-loss, sleepiness and sadness takes effect. 
Just for a moment, the Poet remembers his death.  
For just for a moment, the Poet remembers he is also alive. 
 
In mean commemorationem 

 
Eucharistic Prayer II / Do This In Memory of Me, Now 
 

Now, I was told to die. More confused about how than why now. 
Now, I could not distinguish my heart from the hosts. 
Now it all started to look the same to me now. 
Now the Priest and the People looked the same to me now. 
 
Now the Christ and his People looked the same to me now.  
Wine into water, water into wine. 
It made no sense, but I understood 
How a Poet could be bled of all his yesterdays. 
 
All that is left now is blood.  
I bled my history for many,  



So that our sins could be forgiven. 
The People bled with me. Now they remember too: 
 

Our Holy Poet once said, Do this in memory of me. 
Now, I could say the words too, Do this in memory of me, now. 

 
Priest: After he raises the paten and the chalice higher than he ever has before, 

he hears the people’s Pater Noster sung in a note higher than ever. 
The Poet, in tune with the beat of Christ’s heart, hears the Priest welcome  

the congregation to the ‘cosmic dance of peace’. 
As the blood overflows the chalice and makes its way down the altar and into the pews, 

the people dance together in the blood of Christ; the same blood of the Poet. 
 

Pacem relinquo vobis, pacem meam do vobis   

  
The Sign of Peace / The Dance of Peace 

 
Lord Jesus Christ, who said to your Apostles:  

“Peace I leave you, my dance I give you;”  
Look not on our sins, but on the rhythm  

Of your Church, restoring harmony with the cosmos. 
 

Harmony with the people, as they embrace their partners 
They have been training to hold hands with,  
To dance with, to love with. With His grace,  

We have learned to flow from person to person.   
 

Christ commands us to dance with a sign of peace:  
“I have branded you on the palm of my hand”  

And now he extends his arms for a waltz of peace, 
A tango of unity, a mambo of joy. Release the atoms bound by fear. 

 
Bounce. Play. Sing. Dance. The songbird gazes through the window, amazed at the harmony of humanity’s song.  

Christ invites us to practice on his altar. The irreverent Catholics have met suitable dance partners. I can dance in peace. 
 
Priest: Lost in the dance of the people, the priest does not notice how much blood has actually made its way into the congregation. 

The people lost in the dance, begin to drown in the blood. Unexpectedly, communion arrives. 
The Poet lines up to consume the Eucharist. She hopes to get her heart back. 

The body and blood of Christ instead consume her.  
 

Corpus Cristi 
 

The Communion Rite / The World is Consumed 

 
Flames escape the tabernacle’s doors upon opening, 
Burn the Priest’s hands every time.  
With caution he bows before the golden box 
Where Christ sits in the center, waiting to baptize with fire 
 
And blood. Charring and staining the Church to the brim,  
The walls cannot hold so much pressure. 
The temple crumbles, just as bodies decay overtime.  
The day is now to be ‘blessed, broken and shared’, says the Lord 
 
As the Blood gushes and rushes out of the rubble. 
The veins of the street infused with the Blood of Christ. 



Houses fall flat to tidal waves of Christ’s body splashing and crashing 
Upon concrete and brick, smashing with the love of fire.  

 
The world is flooded in the Blood of Christ. From the moon, Earth is no longer blue and green, 

But a fiery red. Noah’s ark cannot escape being swallowed by Christ. You, me, we become Corpus Cristi. 
 
Priest: After he closes the tabernacle, and puts the Eucharist away, 

the Poet’s heart is placed back in its home.  
The world consumed in Blood is birthed by the heart of the Poet, for his blood pours out  

With the same inexorable force of the Christ’s from the altar.  
The Poet can hardly distinguish the difference at this point: which is his blood, which is the Christ’s?  

Something new is built, something indistinguishable, living. 
The Poet wants to leave mass already, burning to build new poems out of fire and blood. 

 
In regnum Dei 

 

The Concluding Rites / The New Creation  
 

The remnants of Blood have seeped into porous rock,  
The heart’s stone made permeable by Christ. 

Making our pillars a little more pliable than last week, we become living stone  
To the Contractor whose once collapsed temple is now rendered unbreakable. 

 
Paul told me I was ‘God’s building,’ but I had no idea 

I was worthy. The Kingdom needs as many Poets  
As it does Priests. At least that’s what the poor man who loved told me:  

‘The rich cannot become part of the Kingdom. For he who loves has no riches left.’  
 

I, a poor Poet, assured of my entrance,  
Remained on my plastic megaphone inspiring the builders: 

‘Don’t show me the labor, show me the baby.’ 
The aftermath of the flood left great creatures, including a great Poet and a great people.  

 
I have turned in my rejected stones of “No” and “Mine,” 

And taken up the cornerstone of “Yes” and “Yours.” The Poetry of our Eucharist. 
 

Priest: Blesses the people and tells them: “Go in peace, glorifying the Lord by your life’s poetry.” The congregation, thankful to leave, 
has found new words, new images, new experiences to convey in their poetry. They now know how their poetry will recreate the 

world. The Priest locks the doors behind him to make sure that there are no other masses that day: “Just this one. Just one universal 
mass for all of God’s poets. Maybe this way they will understand, all people are really one.” The Christ, the Priest, the Poet are one. 

 
Missa 

 
The Dismissal / Missa 

 
The Priest closed the tabernacle. 

One mass is all I ever needed.  
The Christ closed his eyes. 

One look is all I ever wanted. 
 

The People closed their misalettes.  
One song is all I ever desired. 

The Poet opened the road. 
One word is all I ever wanted to hear:  

Incarnatione. The Christ is no longer one, 
 



 
 

But many. ‘Anyone who does the Will of his Father 
Is Family.’ My words are my family. 

My words serve the Christ. 
My words serve the Priest and his People. 

 
I am no longer a Poet, but am a series of incarnated words. The Verb that creates Kingdoms, Palaces, Dominions, 

And on the very same stanza, has the power to destroy them. I’ve become Eucharist: the Priest, the Poet, the Christ



 


