As we journey through Lent each Wednesday Alison will send out a Lent Poem, written by a well-known poet, which you may like to read and reflect upon.  The poems chosen will reflect a range of ideas and views around the meaning of Lent from across the generations.

This week, we begin our Lenten journey, with George Herbert’s poem “Ash Wednesday.”  George Herbert (1593 -1633) was a poet and priest in 17th-century England through whose poems penned about Lent encourage his readers to deeply engage with the themes of Lent such as the quest for purity and the commitment to follow Christ.  In this poem he reminds us that while we may not reach Christ’s purity on the 40th day, the journey towards Holy Week is a valuable and worthwhile endeavour.

Ash Wednesday 
George Herbert
 
Welcome dear feast of Lent: who loves not thee,
He loves not Temperance, or Authority,
But is composed of passion.
The Scriptures bid us fast; the Church says, now:
Give to your Mother, what you would allow
To every Corporation.
*  *  * 
It ‘s true, we cannot reach Christ’s fortieth day;
Yet to go part of that religious way,
Is better than to rest:
We cannot reach our Savior’s purity;
Yet are bid, Be holy ev’n as he.
In both let ‘s do our best.

Who goes in the way which Christ has gone,
Is much more sure to meet with him, than one
Who travels the by-ways:
Perhaps my God, though he be far before,
May turn, and take me by the hand, and more
May strengthen my decays.

Yet Lord instruct us to improve our fast
By starving sin and taking such repast
As may our faults control:
That ev’ry man may revel at his door,
Not in his parlor; banqueting the poor,
And among those his soul.
 



Lent 1 – Feb 25th

Robert Herrick (1591-1674) was an English poet and Anglican Cleric, best known for the opening line of one of his poems… ‘Gather ye rosebuds while ye may’.  In this week’s poem Herrick redefines fasting from a physical dietary restriction to spiritual and moral action in his emphasis on charity, abandoning strife and internal repentance.  For Robert Herrick true Lent means starving sin rather than just the body.

To Keep a True Lent
Robert Herrick

IS this a fast, to keep
The larder lean ?
And clean
From fat of veals and sheep ?

Is it to quit the dish
Of flesh, yet still
To fill
The platter high with fish ?

Is it to fast an hour,
Or ragg’d to go,
Or show
A downcast look and sour ?

No ;  ‘tis a fast to dole
Thy sheaf of wheat,
And meat,
Unto the hungry soul.

It is to fast from strife,
From old debate
And hate ;
To circumcise thy life.

To show a heart grief-rent ;
To starve thy sin,
Not bin ;
And that’s to keep thy Lent.
 






Lent 2 – March 4th

Madeleine L’Engle (1918-2007) was an American novelist and poet.  Her approach to Lent is deeply rooted in her Christian faith and her belief in the transformative power of the Lenten season.  In this week’s poem she emphasises the important of listening and connecting with others rather than focusing on denial.  Madeleine L’Engle believes Lent should not be about rejecting food or shelter but about embracing the life-affirming dimensions of our Christian faith.

For Lent 1966
Madeleine L’Engle

It is my Lent to break my Lent,
To eat when I would fast,
To know when slender strength is spent,
Take shelter from the blast
When I would run with wind and rain,
To sleep when I would watch.
It is my Lent to smile at pain
But not ignore its touch.

It is my Lent to listen well
When I would be alone,
To talk when I would rather dwell
In silence, turn from none
Who call on me, to try to see
That what is truly meant
Is not my choice. If Christ’s I’d be
It’s thus I’ll keep my Lent.



















Lent 3 – March 11th

This week I have chosen Mid-Lent by English poet Christina Georgina Rossetti (1830-1894) who was a profoundly religious Victorian Poet.  Being mid-way through Lent some of you may be struggling with your Lenten resolutions perhaps even with a sense of defeat.  It is possible Christina Rossestti understood these difficulties alongside  finding strength in Lent, as reflected in this prayer echoing the sentiments of her poem
Most of us are more likely to associate Christina Rossetti with Christmas rather than Lent because her poem ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ is one of the best-loved and most popular Christmas carols.

Mid- Lent 
by Christina Rossetti

Is any grieved or tired? Yea, by God’s Will:
Surely God’s Will alone is good and best:
O weary man, in weariness take rest,
O hungry man, by hunger feast thy fill.
Discern thy good beneath a mask of ill,
Or build of loneliness thy secret nest:
At noon take heart, being mindful of the west,
At night wake hope, for dawn advances still.
At night wake hope. Poor soul, in such sore need
Of wakening and of girding up anew,
Hast thou that hope which fainting doth pursue?
No saint but hath pursued and hath been faint;
Bid love wake hope, for both thy steps shall speed,
Still faint yet still pursuing, O thou saint.


















Lent 4 – March 18th

Last Sunday was Mothering Sunday and so this week we have a lesser-known poem by A.E. Housman (1859 – 1936) an English classicist and poet in which he reflects on the spring flowers with the Lent Lily being a daffodil.  Whilst not specifically a Lenten Poem, or even Easter Poem as the daffodil dies on Easter Day, his familiar theme of melancholy breaking in on hope underpins the words of this poem.  Most of you will probably have heard of A E Housman famous poem ‘A Shropshire Lad’.  


The Lent Lily
A.E. Housman

‘Tis spring; come out to ramble
The hilly brakes around,
For under thorn and bramble
About the hollow ground
The primroses are found.

And there’s the windflower chilly
With all the winds at play,
And there’s the Lenten lily
That has not long to stay
And dies on Easter day.

And since till girls go maying
You find the primrose still,
And find the windflower playing
With every wind at will,
But not the daffodil,

Bring baskets now, and sally
Upon the spring’s array,
And bear from hill and valley
The daffodil away
That dies on Easter day.











Lent 5 – March 25th

The final Lenten poem is by Denise Levertov (1923-1970 a twentieth century poet, born in England who later took up residence in the United States.  "Salvator Mundi: Via Crucis" is a powerful meditation on the humanity of Christ and the profound emotional and psychological struggles that accompanied his physical suffering. Through her vivid imagery and empathetic insight, Denise Levertov presents a Christ to whom we can deeply relate, experiencing the same doubts and fears that any person might face. As we move into the final week of Christ’s life this poem invites you to reflect on the true nature of Christ’s sacrifice, emphasizing the profound and deeply human dimensions of his Passion.

“Salvator Mundi: Via Crucis.”
Denise Leverton

Maybe He looked indeed
much as Rembrandt envisioned Him
in those small heads that seem in fact
portraits of more than a model.
A dark, still young, very intelligent face,
A soul-mirror gaze of deep understanding, unjudging.
That face, in extremis, would have clenched its teeth
In a grimace not shown in even the great crucifixions.
The burden of humanness (I begin to see) exacted from Him
That He taste also the humiliation of dread,
cold sweat of wanting to let the whole thing go,
like any mortal hero out of his depth,
like anyone who has taken herself back.
The painters, even the greatest, don’t show how,
in the midnight Garden,
or staggering uphill under the weight of the Cross,
He went through with even the human longing
to simply cease, to not be.
Not torture of body,
not the hideous betrayals humans commit
nor the faithless weakness of friends, and surely
not the anticipation of death (not then, in agony’s grip)
was Incarnation’s heaviest weight,
but this sickened desire to renege,
to step back from what He, Who was God,
had promised Himself, and had entered
time and flesh to enact.
Sublime acceptance, to be absolute, had to have welled
up from those depths where purpose
Drifted for mortal moments.


