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I 'Great Write...' - Great Reader!

Every poem is an invitation
for the readers to use their imagination

a vehicle licensed
to carry passengers

who sometimes have a greater imagination
than the poet

even perhaps get more from the poem
than the poet knowingly put in

which you must admit
if with a slight embarrassment

as you read the words of praise
is a divine joke

and from the divine viewpoint
very practical since

every reader is an invitation
for the poets to match their imagination

Michael Shepherd
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I LONELY

lonely

on the paper, on the screen

all by itself
lonely
is it,

does it think it is,

is it happy to be like that

is it happy to be,

does it hope for company

does it enjoy its own company?
does it look at itself

and say oh look

I'm one

guarded by two ells

that's alright then

Shakespeare, yes, was
the first to use it,

made it up

all by himself

felt he/we needed it

to say something that
hadn’t been said before

in quite the same way with
quite the same sound

the sound of lonely

he invented more words
than any other person
ever

why was that

next time
you read it

lonely
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you might think of him
being lonely

or exactly the opposite
smiling as he invented it
knowing it could be useful

smiling at you
saying yes I know

but I'm here for you

Michael Shepherd
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I SIN

Language is a blessing and a curse -

sometimes uniting, sometimes dividing,
sometimes an arrow, sometimes blown blossoms,
misplaced seeds..

How can we of the Western world
imagine what it’s like to speak a tongue,
as Persians, Hebrews, Aramaics, Arabs
are so blessed that they possess -

where words remember that they come from One
whose word is law, whose word is love;
so words are true at every level of understanding:

say ‘name’ or ‘kingdom’; ‘bread’; or ‘dust’:

a golden ladder from the heaven to earth,

from earth to heaven; we as dust beneath

the chariot wheel, as it drives over

this old potter’s yard; cracking discarded potsherds
back to dust, to mud, to clay, to future pots -

drive carefully, though, around that standpipe

where the grace of water waits to join that fuller’s earth,

or rich red clay, in some new pot, which fire will join in turn
to give it measured life...

so, if we take a word which floats uncertainly
between the mind and heart, seeking to put
its feet on earth, yet raise its eyes to heaven -
like ‘sin’... now there’s a word

to stir the mind, to bleed the heart,

to chill the gut...

language, so the pundits say

(naming that which eludes all division)
should be true at the literal, the allegoric,
the moral, the anagogic -

and, let’s add, the universal and divine:
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so where does ‘sin’ put down its feet on earth?
Many pulpits have proclaimed, in the easy tones
of clerics who don't expect too much

of their suburban congregation,

‘missing the mark’ — assuming Britain

still at Agincourt, the target undisputed...

The Aramaic has its clue: ‘sin’ translates
as ‘unripe deeds’...

So to the metaphoric mind
(which Western poets, orators,
must endeavour to make serve
our lacking languages...)

This glorious view of ‘sin’:

the Sower, with his years of wisdom
knowing the fair autumn day,

the blessed dawn of Spring,

rises early, takes the leather shoulder bag
of harvested seed corn, dry stored

to hold against its time -

breathes the fresh morning air

so full of promise, magically natural -

strides steady to that field prepared

as banquet for the merciful and just;
flings, in a gesture time-honoured,
almost ritual, the seed spraying out

in airy curve out from his cupped palm,
cupped as one would care for baby

or for wild creature’s deserted offspring...

that way, the bed of thorns; this way,

a ground too stony in the Palestinian hills;
over there, thin soil which weeds are happy with...
sin is but deeds sown in the wrong place
- even well-intentioned deeds, misplaced,
as tyrants and dictators seek to do -

or sown at the wrong season's time...
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even, if you must, a seedling apple, picked
out of some garden once called paradise..

together, cause, the action, and result:
in the moment cast seed touches open earth,

in law and love its fate is cast and sealed.

Truth must be simple, in its subtlety:
‘sin’ is subtle, simple; earthly, heavenly truth:

just - unripe deeds..so throw aside the guilt,
the burden, criticism, weariness;

just choose a wiser place
to sow the seeds of deeds next time?

Michael Shepherd
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1 11.11.: To The Fallen

Embattled in that mud - and blood-red poppies;
flooded trenches holding 'them' at bay;

life or death a coin's flippant toss-up;

deafening shellfire near by night and day -

for us, these horrors now are others' lives,
impossible to truly comprehend;
yet in my own mind's state, I recognise

these battles are still raging without end:

the mud, the clung-to life, the enemy
imagined - these, we strive still to invent.

Their thoughts, at death's door, lost to memory:
'T love you...' - gone, a family's content.

We owe to them to live a life of love
as if we were transfused from their own blood.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Grief Ago

'There is no grief

which time does not lessen

or soften’' -

so said Cicero, a man so often right;
a Stoic, those for whom

all life presents a lesson

to be learned from,

and then, to move on from..

But I wonder about all this:

is grief ever lessened or softened?
Is it not, perhaps, overlaid

in our so various ways?

For some, grief framed and falsified
to ease that grief;

For some, like hyacinths and crocus bulbs,

left in a dark cupboard in the autumn of our grief
to respond to time, and

become at last

themselves?

gently, gently, the covers pulled

over the loving bed,

the true, the pure, the lovely painful grief,
the memory deep cherished,

gently, gently, folded

into the cupboards of the heart

there to be known, without the door disturbed
until the time - 'a grief ago' as Dylan wrote -
the cupboard opened only for love's sake
without grief...:

those carefully folded memories

brought out and loved

and lived a while...
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not grief, not grief...but
the pure memory of grief

and behold,
life.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive

10



I A Novel Situation

She looked not unlike the anti-heroine
of her own novels

or was it the other way around?
mousey but together,

neatly dressed

in an understated way

like her Paris dressmaker mother
who'd fled Vienna

Though in fact she was a brilliant bluestocking lecturer
and trenchant critic

who'd embarked, on the side,

on novel writing

However the British

don't like people who do two things well
and the critics - mostly men -

panned her rotten

while the women reserved judgment.

She had a standard plot -
mousey, together spinster

meets possible, quiet Him

who might be The One

but who turns out too morally wet
for Her.

But her increasing sublety with variations to this
and increasing literary skills

won her praise from feminist critics

and even a minor prize.

I had expressed envious admiration for her trenchant criticism
to a colleague; one day

the unsolicited word came:

she had expressed interest in meeting me...

A shared life of letters -
the Sunday papers read in bed -
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with her reviews in them -
the flow of sparkling wit -

a shared life of letters -

the plot of all her books the same..
the failed romance,

the material to hand...

the literary world's knowing gossip..

I flunked it

Subsequently,

on Friday afternoons,

I sat opposite her on the bus

from Piccadilly

to her small but dress-maker- neat flat
just off King's Road, Chelsea

bought with the prize-money, I guess

and the increased royalties

(the men still scoffing at her standard plot,
the women admiring her subtlety in describing
the bruised but knowing human heart...)

I knew her face, from in the press;
she didn't know mine.

I sat opposite her on the bus

- neatly dressed, together -
contemplating

in bittersweet incongruity

the novel I never lived

and she never wrote

differently

Michael Shepherd
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I A Platonic Reminiscence Of A Great Lady

Someone mentioned your name yesterday
and I was silent

You loved goodness, you were goodness,
and I think goodness must have

loved you; and we,

we loved you for your goodness

You loved truth, spoke truth,
and surely the truth

loved you for loving it; and how
we loved to hear you

speaking truth

You loved beauty in

so many ways that beauty

blessed you: in movement,

in actions, in thought, in words and yes
the beauty of goodness and

the beauty of truth shone from you -
how could we not love you

beyond you?

How often in this poem to you
the word love appears

as it did

in you

Michael Shepherd
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I A Poem For Samuel

Who is that man who calls you ' a nobody'?
Oh, he's nobody.

Who is that man who says 'You're really somebody'?
Watch him carefully.

Who is that man who calls you 'everybody'?
He is a poet. Listen to him.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Poet

He — or was it she?
was a child who said little
but walked, endlessly, just looking

or stood still for minutes, hours,
and became what they looked at

was from a large family
but still people said, you're an only child aren’t you

was it seems very happy in themself
but no-one asked, so never said

kept themself to themself, which annoyed
other children, who bullied them

and then were even more annoyed
when they didn’t play the victim

failed examinations and yet
was always wrapt up in a book

occasionally did things like cutting themselves
and was told off but never questioned usefully

wrote poems secretly but was unconcerned
whether people read them or not

was good to be with as long as you
didn’t expect anything of them

was secretly loved by some
who never liked to say so

because what they loved somehow
didn't have a name

years later, some of them read the poems
and knew what they had loved
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Michael Shepherd
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I A Spiral Scratched Into An Ancient Irish Gravestone

A centre and an expansion

a life centred expanding

the force of the centre whirls

a life without limit but it says

a centred life what gods the centre
does not tell but a centre

and from there a spiral

which has a beginning but no end
the life shaping the death the death
shaping the life it seems this life
that life could not be told

need not be told

every life drawn here

drawn because it could not be spoken
even in a lilting Irish voice
speaking a spiral sentence for

Irish sentences are like spirals

the centre expands without limit

the life was lived in the circle of the year

that comes round again sowing harvest

yet never back to the same place

as the mind the vision the experience expands whirls out
like a wild dance celebrating birth marriage death

yet passes the familiar place each season

and love love for the world

expands into a holy love

spiralling without limit yet never forgetting the centre
like a child on a gate swinging

knowing it’s safe because of the hinge

it knows but does not know

for others made the hinge

and now we read the spiral on a gravestone
tracing back from infinity to the source
everything that has an outward

everything that has an inward

and so there is no need for words

the spiral like a poem about life
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read it forwards read it backwards
read it with thanks see it as grace
the thick green grass curls over it
the lichen yellow orange green
placed like a lizard

blesses this the most eloquent
gravestone in all the world

in a green field the clouds white
the sky blue this is the centre

of the spiral here now and

there is no ending to the spiral
the gravestone says

but a starting yes

Michael Shepherd
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I A Wish

I'd like to write - like grown-up poets do:

with similes that span the universe,

that sparkle, crackle, dazzle, woo the mind;

and touch the heart with tender, swoony verse...

I'd like to write - like grown-up poets do:

in literature that's all the better for

those soaring, parabolic parables

and paradigms, and rhymes, and metaphor...

I'd like to write - like no-one else has done:
forget the rules and precedents; let fly

to heights undreamt of yet, new mindscape won..

And yet, perhaps, the world's served better by

small lamps of words amidst the cold night winds
of chance and change; cupped in a poet's hands.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Zimbabwean Asks A Question

O Great Spirit,

You who in Your form of the Chapungu,

the great eagle with sharper eye than any aeroplane,
watches over us and knows all things;

who even descends from your great circles of flight
over our beautiful land of stone and earth and tree
to show a child lost in the bush

the way back to the village and to home,

please show us, too, the way back home, to You.

You know I talk to you each day in my heart,
but today a man has asked me to speak some words
that many people may hear.

So I speak for Zimbabwe, and for the Africa
of which we are so proud:

for we in Africa are proud; and proud for You:
that in a mad and busy world, we have not forgotten
that every blade of grass and flower,

lizard, singing bird, lion, elephant,

are You in all your great disguises

and that all that we see around us

is You in the spirits of our ancestors

who listen to us and guide us;

and so we know that we must listen

to every creature to hear news of You...

and in the evening of each day

(which, we cannot now forget, may be our last)

as the men come home from work

and the women and children back from the fields,

and the smoke from the evening fires

rises above the huts,

and the smells of cooking fill the air,

we tell all our children round the fire

the truth about You

in all the tales our fathers and grandfathers have told us -
told to these children who have so recently come from You;
by those grandparents who will so soon come back to You;
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they have so much to share and listen to,
about You!

And would you not agree, O Great Spirit,

that the smile of an African child

is the biggest thing you ever saw - or made?

It reminds every mother and father of Your smile,

and tells every grandparent what is in store for them...

So we rejoice to think, O Great Spirit,
that we are still your children,
and that You know what is best for us -

And so I ask you, especially today, O Great Spirit,
for all who may read this:

Are the spirits angry with us?
If they are, please tell me why?
And so, what can we do to stay close to You?

Many men have many answers to these questions
in the reasoning of men;

but nothing from men quite seems to 'do the trick’;
so now, I'm simply asking You

to speak in Your own way;

since nothing from men quite seems to 'do the trick’;
and, O Great Spirit,
Chapungu,

it is Your world, which we look after, and not ours...

Michael Shepherd
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I An Angry Poem About Peace

This is an angry poem.

About those weasel phrases

which blow like paper in the street
going nowhere,

hiding truth,

helping us to

deceive ourselves.

'The pee-yus pro-sayus' -
say it in the Irish voice

of obscurantist politicians
often enough

and we'll accept it as a term,
and believe that it needs hard work
and forward planning

and careful progress

and compromise

and agreements

and initiatives

and 'generous' concessions
and declarations of intention
and cautious examination

of opponents' motives

in the 'battle' for peace

and coming together

to establish differences...

Peace

is what is eternally there
when war and strife is absent.
Eternally.

I can't remember Christ

(was he Catholic or Protestant? I just can't remember...

saying

'Peace process be unto you'...

uh, when would that be? ...

or commanding the waves of the Sea of Galilee
'Engage in the peace process - be still'...
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somehow it just doesn't seem to carry weight
as a blessing or a do-it-now...
'Go in process towards peace, my child...'

I wonder why that is.

Michael Shepherd
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I An Offering Of Bliss To You

Your bliss is not my bliss
and yet perhaps

if I tell you my bliss
there may be a place
where we can meet
beyond words

My father

used to meet that small him

who was me

every afternoon from school

in the green park across from School
he had no job then,

it got him out of the house

One day

which lives in bliss

he had this tiny

black and white bundle

straining on a new brown leather leash
overjoyed to see me

though we'd never met

Michael Shepherd
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I And Angels

The air from earth to Moon
honey-gold with souls and angels;

our every breath, rich with their spirit;
invisibility is their modesty.

To be unheeded, that’s OK too,

it's the humility of love.

Angels; and those we call
spirits of another kind.

A harsh duty on those ‘daimons’,
to bring us woes that test us

for our later good. Our curses
mean to them, but duty done.

They too as all the rest
gazing only to their Source;
yet sometimes, sent as messengers;

their message clear, their journey
perhaps joyful with it;
their gaze is now on human kind.

What do they think of us?
Or are they past all thought?
Or, rich in the understanding
of our mortal souls?

Do they, announcing to that Mary
a miracle,

smile as they deliver?

How much do they reveal of Him?
Or do they in that instant

become her own humility?

The air, honey-gold with wonder;
we, breathing angels,
angels breathing us.
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Michael Shepherd
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| Baby Love, Maybe Love

so there you are in

your pram or kiddikarria
nicely tucked up,

being talked to in that
singysongylingo

that grown-ups grow down to

when that tingylingy, like

that stoopid thingy

dangling on your cot that

doesn't do anything else

goes hissdidahdidah

and she switches her attention instantly
from who's mommy's little treasure then,
sticks this silver thing to block her ear
and starts talking to thin air

it must be either the fairies

who don't seem to be very helpful -
'oh darling don't say you forgot I
asked you specially...'

or she's going doolally and

the adult world's not

what it's cracked up to be

I'll give her two minutes no more
or else

Michael Shepherd
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' CONTENTMENT

There was a hearth;

a fire there;

chairs;

and, I remember, love;

all else was there,
and did not need to name itself.

Michael Shepherd
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I Call That ****ing Poetry?

As one of the wrinkly-crumblies

-W.A.S.P. without the sting -

it puzzles me: in poetry,

does one good **** really deserve another?

fifty years ago - fifty, for ****'s sake -

when I was an army cadet

some squaddies used it every other word

-and since we were in Signals,

it ****ing delayed ****ing battle-orders ****ing long enough
to ****ing mow down a ****ing platoon...

and longer in ****ing Morse... - - -...

and as for ****jng semaphore...makes your ****ing arms flag...

my liberal friends

who never admit to shock

say 'it shows a.... lack of imagination';

now that's ****ing serious in ****ing poets.

outside the ****ing English-spitting world

it must seem ****ing strange

that the most-loved ****ing bodily action

is used as a ****jng swear-word -

what have you ****ers got against ****ing?
or is it a term of ****ing praise maybe?

and why still a shock-word
amongst you young lot

who get a lot more ****jng ****ing than we ever did? Dammit.

Philologically,

is it still heard

as ****ing onomatopoeic?

which makes it pretty near to ****ing S&M I'd say?

could you****ers (whom I love for your interest in poetry
I have to say)

give me, as a reasonable ****er,

a ****ing explanation?
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it would be ****ing useful
poetically

And who the **** js this
'American realist' poet Charles F***offski

whom you admire so much, anyway?

Michael Shepherd
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I Daughter

and some other father at the club
says, has she flown the nest yet?
and it sounds so crude

you don’t want to answer.

You're sitting on the sofa,

she’s behind you at the table,

she’s silent, you can feel her
growing up inside. You know

you mustn’t turn and look at her -
she’ll hate you for looking her dream
in the face.

Two years ago, she’d have come to sit
beside you on the sofa,

say nothing, put her head

on your shoulder.

Now, she’s in that between place, that place between.
In the between, she lives all the opposites. Simultaneously.
The world’s never been so exciting, all-possible,

or so scary, void; and these together;

she’s never felt so strong, or so vulnerable; both;

she knows she will be somebody; feels like nobody;
she’d like to have every boy, throw them away

to prove her power; yet wait to find if

there’s just the one; she wants both of these

(she, girl to goddess, Princess now a Queen,

she owns all men, yet gives herself to one) .

She’s living simultaneously in dreams
and chill realities.

You know all this,

and cannot, must not interfere.

This morning, you felt like the ideal family,

held in a golden glow of understanding.

Tonight, she’ll dress up for the boy and the dance, gloriously,
and you’ll be torn between fatherly pride
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and the feeling that you've never, ever known her;
share that terrible place between
where there are only opposites.

Michael Shepherd
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lI'ENTHUSIASM

I love the old Greek view -

within each of us

the god lies sleeping;

a sweet sleep, full of refreshment,
as snug as a bug in a rug

or Arthur, all his knights around,
under the green hills of Avalon;

we, each of us full of all Olympus;
gods, sleeping as a mother does,
always an ear for the slightest sound
of those they love;

the gods love us,

how could they not

and of those slightest sounds
it's fire — the fire of speech -
that wakes their might;

they love a stirring speech

and in an instant,
throw all their mighty powers
at the service of the things we truly love -

so, as they work their mighty work,

may go without sleep for days,

drink only the sweet water of our love,
move heaven and earth

to please what pleases them and pleases us;
the good; the true; the beautiful;

how their eyes shine.

sleeping too,

between the pages of the dictionary

and our routined life

is the name by which we call them from their sleep;
the name which they themselves

then roar out a thousand stirring times as loud;

the name by which we know ourselves,
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know us as they, and they as us

and as they stir in us
we know ourselves as gods

there is not one of you, of us, who does not know
and recognise its name; our name;

enthusiasm.
the god within

Michael Shepherd
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I'EPIPHANY

January 6 is coming up -

end of the ‘twelve days of Christmas’:

scrape up the Christmas cards —careful

to note addresses where they’ve changed, and
the people who sent to you this year, when
you didn’t send to them..

out with the tree before

it sheds any more needles,

box the decorations into the loft;

yet not an end, but a beginning,

as Eliot might have put it; a cold coming they’re having of it;
they’re still some days away,

the way harsh; the land, strange;

the camels finding harder tread than sand..

for devotees and followers in their footsteps
we’re curiously incurious about that myth
we love to love - is it because

we fear to look too close?

Twelve days they took, measured by the star;

men of wisdom seeking for the birth of some greater love;
what then was needful? Did it need

twelve days, perhaps, for that babe to adjust

to earth - as if from some divine ‘entry burns’?

Or twelve days for his mother to adjust

to heaven in person present?

And what meanwhile, did the shepherds do?

Even if they were nomads, they could not have been
many Palestinian hills away? Or were they asking round
the inns and stables for some strange event

which they would only understand

when they chanced upon it?

Twelve days for the stabled animals

and a family which evidently did not rise
on the local council’s temporary housing list,
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to get to know each other (and we are to assume
they must have popped out at some stage, to enrol...) :

Epiphany: the ‘showing-forth’;
today we’d call it
a media opportunity.

No photoflash, recording gear, among the hay and straw;

just stillness, silence, a baby’s smile; homage unrehearsed;

was there more movement than the old masters portray in paint?
what words were said - for surely there were words?

What light, though, shines, like infra-red,
what songs are sung, like ultrasound,
what magnet draws the iron aged hearts of all:

wisdom, a stable, cattle, a new-born, love.

Michael Shepherd
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I From The Chinese Perhaps

This winter day

the wind is making ripples

even between the stones at the water's edge
and the mist almost hides the tops

of the mountains

only I am listening to the heron's cry

I brought my brush and pen and paper and ink block
but there is no poem here;

Nature is hiding her secrets today

like a silent woman in her winter coat.

I could write how last summer

we stood here laughing together

at the reflection of the moon

trembling in our bowls of rice wine
while the candles drifted down the river
in their paper boats

like this memory

but I shall walk back now
through the winter woods
where the thin trees
are secretly, secretly
preparing for Spring.

Michael Shepherd
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I Hello Ok Goodbye

She was so proud to have 'bagged' him -

he'd toured the world on Dad's business;

he'd 'squired'

(that's the word we use -

who wants to hang around the hotel's staff door all and every night?)
every It girl, every starlet, every girl of the moment;
and the Valentine cards with foreign stamps

just added to her catch;

the press cameras loved him,

with that extra button on his open neck shirt
undone, under his suit,

even when he was with Her.

But he'd chosen her.

For ever.

In sickness or in obscurity,

in notoriety or in overweight.

He for his part was so proud to have 'bagged 'her.
Her string of exes was impeccable -

her loyal girlfriends saw to that,

sharing their lists, and quietly informing

the PRs of suitable Hollywood superstars
weekending in London for their premieres

that mutual publicity might be 'leaked'

- like a hole punched in a bucket.

Their wedding was a private one

since they loved each other just so much

more than themselves.

Stella, and Fleshtape, did the bridesmaids
proud, and pert; amazing food;

a happening designer; an edgy band.

One ex is a sad sight at such a bash;

ten-plus exes for each of the pair - that's sparky.

To tell the world their love,

they each sold the story of their romance of a lifetime
and by setting the mags against each other

got a doubled fee -
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his was in one, hers in the other.
In fact, such was their love
they even discussed having one PR instead of two.

Their payments for their stories were a few months late,

(their accountants insisted they went down as 'expenses') :

but by the time they put them through

their separate bank accounts

we had noted that their well-paid break-up stories
didn't quite match.

or so we wish?

Michael Shepherd
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I Homage To A Not Unknown Poet

Straightway - it's the tone.

Even; quiet but clear; is it writing, or is it talking?
As if to family: you're being filled in

on what happened yesterday or last week;

it's a continuation of what you last spoke of;

So no 'tone' about the tone;

you have a background of a lifetime's love

not to need to talk about;

you're friends even before you are family

if you know what I mean;

no family relationships hovering like ghosts

like your mother never quite stopped

sibling squabbling with your aunt;

it's harmless really - a silly evocation of childhood
and no-one else's concern;

so, good.

The no-tone tone: you're family,

so the voice expects you to be interested

enough to read

even if it's something to tell another family member later
whom it would concern more.

So no elaborations,

no false sentiment,

but a little dry comment

like a dry white wine perhaps,
they'll have the background for
because you're family.

That even tone - dull? No, not dull -
a quirky, individual voice

that tells a story deadpan

that makes you howl with laughter;
no, never dull..

The details: those events,

those small happinesses, small sweetnesses
(it sounds better in French -
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petits bonheurs, petites douceurs) ,

the spoken words from open heart to open heart
which are the greatness of our

real, real life;

what's in the tidy drawers of the heart

when the house-clearers finally arrive.

And all around this family message to you who read,
called a poem,

quietly,

love.

Michael Shepherd
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1 ' How Can God Allow This...? '

The cry goes up...
making atheists out of believers,
believers out of atheists...

The answer offered from the wise
or wiser, is

God granted Man freewill...
without qualification...

so couldn’t He have arranged

that we could commit suicide,
but not murder? Wouldn't that
be fairer...?

Seems not - He has to keep

by His own rules; those same inexorable rules
that allow a single tyrant

to bring down a whole nation -

do we dare say: with its own consent?

And man seeks to rule his fellows’ lives

by some shadow of that divinely ordained law:
granting to us, in some countries, though not all,
the right to carry arms... that gun

we carry ‘for our own defence’;

we who cannot all defend ourselves

against our own impulses;

we who defend the right

to portray murder without limit on our screens...
as if to see it acted out, still preserves, maintains,
even asserts, our innocence...

we, too, dispense freewill..

and call it ‘rights’...

the solemn bells ring deep and slow;
pause; say nothing; remember; learn.

Michael Shepherd
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I In Memoriam: Anna Akhmatova, Poet

Last Spring I stood

in front of the bronze statue

they’ve put up in your honour

on the banks of the Neva

not far from the prison's red wall
just as, half in jest, you requested it,
never expecting this...

the thaw had just started

and a white snow crystal, already half transparent,
melted in the corner of your bronze eye

as if it were a tear

I watched it slide down Spring's warming bronze,

down past your name on the base,

across the trodden snow of the pavement,

into the Neva whose memory is time itself,

and as it joined the river's flow of breaking, creaking ice and snow
the sunlight caught it, briefly.

The next day

I walked to your dacha in the woods

as the first light rain of Spring

gently washed the birch saplings

and the brown leaves of last autumn now revealed
made a silent carpet for my feet;

and the pale sunlight

caught a raindrop, briefly.

In some future Spring
a poet’s tears fall as gentle rain.

Michael Shepherd
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I Like The Lake A Chinese Poet Sits Beside In A
Painting

Who cares about
the weight of a lake?
Who would care to weigh it?

Who cares about

the colour of a lake
without the light of the sky
to reflect in it?

Who notices its modesty,
reflecting all, but silent of itself?

Who observes that the lake
remains unaffected,

not pained by loss,

not pleased by gain?

Who notices its wisdom,
obeying every law?

Who names its generosity,
among the fish, the birds,
the animals who drink?

Who knows whether the tree
leaning over it, sees its own reflection?

Who notices its love?
It bonds with earth,
It flows when needed,
as love does.

Who asks where the lake came from,
seeing it there?

Who wonders how old that lake is?
It is without age today.
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Who wonders whether the lake
knows itself water,
or if water knows itself lake?

Who does not go to seek it,

for its stillness, for its silence,

as if it understands the mind’s needs,
the heart’s nourishment?

He is like that.

Michael Shepherd
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I Lines From The Pub

You,

slim but well-nourished,

not unhandsome, dark, perhaps of Middle East descent,
who's just come in the door at the speed of

a second-ring bellhop

carrying a neat cone of not many flowers

from the florist's down the road

but unsmiling, focussed, almost fiercely anxious
as if you were a well-trained rifleman
yet fearing that you might have missed one vital point in training -

what are you bringing from an anxious past

on this, perhaps, lifetime's vital day

for the girl already waiting there whom

alas I cannot see to burden with my assumptions -

what are you bringing from your past

besides those flowers, to take

into your anxiously-hoped-for future together?

No, you may not indeed, right now, be worthy of 'her hand';
- nor may she, indeed, of yours;

that's, perhaps,

the miracle of marriage.

Michael Shepherd
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I Love And Friendship

Loneliness, anxiety, and despair,

isolation, sorrow, bitterness -

these the cruel concerns, observers note,
that press upon our current consciousness.

To name mind's enemies is good for mind:

for straightway, two arch-fiends themselves reveal:
separation, and false sense of loss.

These enemies now nhamed, what salve may heal?

Think one - the other follows; thus, one fiend,
whose only weapon is that thought of loss.
But we own that which we can never lose;

yet know not - 'til we give it - ever ours:

give what you think you have not: that which mends
these cruel concerns in others: love of friends.

Michael Shepherd
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I Love And Poetry; Poetry And Love

and right now, I'm spending most of my time
on the two matters of which I seem to know the least -
love; and poetry.

maybe it's good I feel like this; after all,
they’re two pretty big things in their way;
and if it’s frustrating that

I don’t seem to get anywhere,

or understand any more,

maybe that’s good too since

it keeps me at it

and out of harm’s way

as they say

let’s take poetry first — that's
relatively straightforward:

one day I love the freedom

of the current situation - there’s no rules
except, the lines are short -

but even that, you can break

with ‘prose poems’ (and leave it

to others to say when 'prose poems'
become ‘poetic prose’ etc...) :

tell the unvarnished truth,

tell it like it is; offer all your heart
ungiftwrapped;

then next day I miss the music

of a poem that - with some difficulty -
rhymes and dances in its rhythms,
catches you in its woven spell,

reads as if it wrote itself,

sings its own fair song,

even though of course

the rhyme then makes you deviate

from the theme - but that can take you to
more interesting places in the mind —

so - point of this - I'm none the wiser
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about what poetry is; though of course
maybe there’s some benefit I just don’t spot
by kinda mixing thisnthat..

so, when I'm not writing this stuff
that I call poetry, if I call it anything,
I'm addressing the question

of love; in the hope

that thinking about it might just be
of some use; influence action; and
make me more loving; or help me
write poetry about it, ha..

well don't ask me, not just yet..

though, we all know what love is...
when it’s on our side?

one day, I feel good that I've spent the day
reading inspiring words, like,

the whole Creation is one single act

of love; that it brought the whole universe
into manifestation; sustains it; merges all things into love;
that love is knowledge; holds all forms
through law, by law; that law and love

are always together; that love’s

the natural state of ourself; that

every creature has pure love within its nature;
that thus, it's our very nature

to love one another; love

our neighbour as ourself...

even, love ourselves...

then the next day, I can’t bear

to read any more of what'’s written

about love; just spend the day in love

with everything and everyone;

being still a little, listening to music a little,
reading inspiring poetry a little,

going out or not going out,

being just myself a lot; seeing things around
inside the house and out

so vividly, it's like being high

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive

49



without the before and after, and
I wonder why it isn’t
always just like this..

then the next day again, I'm just too busy
to give thought to thinking about love,
or being loving to those bloody neighbours

then the doorbell rings - and

I greet whoever it is before

I even look at them, as if

they’re the one person out of all the world

I most wanted to see again right now - and

it's someone to read the meter -'hallo!
what, again so soon? I've only just paid
the last bill, and anyway, it always comes
as ‘estimated’, and too high...'

too late - I've loved them totally

in that first moment; I'm like

someone else; I find myself

treating them like an honoured guest;

see them out with a friendly comment; feel good;

a sorta indifferent, unthought, unshaped happiness..

maybe there’s something to be discovered
in all this love thing,

whatever it is.. maybe

I'll go try to write a poem about it,

see where it goes

[This poem is dedicated to the memory of Bukowski, the poet
who taught us to write it like it is - even if his later work...]

Michael Shepherd
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I Love Said.. A Paraphrase Of A Study Group On Love

Love said,
I made you

Your body was conceived in love.
Your mind was conceived in love.
Your spirit was conceived in love.

I made your body to stand,
to walk, to dance, to make love
in love.

I made your senses

to touch love, to taste love,

to see love, to find space in love,
to hear love, everywhere

for I made everywhere

I made your mind

to know love’s substance
which no alteration finds,

to know the flow of love,

the fire of love, love in the air,
to hear what love speaks;

to know love in your reason,

to reason love;

to know why love is everywhere;

to know how to find love in hate;

to know why justice, mercy, grace, are love;
to know love in surrender;

to know how love turns faith to love;
to know love’s play in love’s creation;
to know that love is always now;

to know love's neighbour is yourself;
and when least visible,

to know love frees and balances;

to know why all seek love.
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I made your spirit and your heart,
I made your very self

as every self

to be Myself; to show Myself;
Love said

I made you.

Michael Shepherd
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I Love's Pledge - From Mechthild Of Magdeburg

Two lovers in an inner room withdrawn,

and speaking much of love, as one to one;
and yet their speech so ardent in its truth,
not sound but rather silence seems to reign.

These silent lovers are the soul and God;

their silence, prayer, which brought them, joins them, here;
they talk of all that lovers ever speak,

and plight their troth as lovers ever swear:

'Yet nought I have to give you, but myself;
and that I give, and beg of you to take;
and nought I ask of you, but that yourself

you give to me in truth for my soul's sake...'

No lovers' pledge more common, hor more true;
no love more constant; nor more holy vow.

Michael Shepherd
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I Love's Young...

They were young lovers, and seated at the table in the window;
where in Paris they'd be watching

the passers-by watching them...

but no.

He was silent, unyielding; but uncomfortable;
she with her head buried in his shoulder,
and pale as a damsel

in some stress.

I thought at first, they've had a long night
and she tired first...

but no.

They looked at me as I took the table across from them
as if I were a threat to their lovers' bubble
of unhappiness

not quite fully demonstrated...

Their order came.

He'd ordered a huge steak platter each;
and with his male priorities,

tucked in with vigour

eating with his elbows

which made it difficult for her

to maintain her body code

so leant her head behind his shoulder blade
uncomfortably

and left her meal untouched;

he undaunted;

one sensed a sympathy held sternly

by a sense of moral support;

it was not unbecoming

to another male...

but she was getting nowhere

and his was a large and satisfying steak.

Finally, she pushed her plate away.
I must say, she played the lovers' code
just right; not overdone,

not underdone, just medium please.

Minutes later
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he went off to the Gents.

And then she gave the game away.

Sat up, mind clear, looked out the window
and very, very nearly

did all those feminine things

done at such a time.

O lady, lady, in thy orisons
be all thy sins remembered.

But they left together;
as if with a common purpose.

Michael Shepherd
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I MONK (2)

3 a.m. in the dark morning of a dark night;

a kneeling figure;
a single candle flickering on a gleam of gold.

I cannot see how great or small the dark space here, of
chapel, church, echoing cathedral; or
are there trees around; or a stable; or a prison cell..? ..

I cannot see how great or small his mind;
I cannot see how great or small his heart;
his soul...

monk...

your image, your imagined life-style
fascinates me, repels me,

overwhelms me, leaves me indifferent,
humiliates me, inspires me...

we all look for love; imagine
giving all the love you have,

all the love you hope for,

all the love you may never know,

in the faith, the hope, the loving-kindness,

that, all this surrendered, that emptied mind and heart
be filled with a trickle or a torrent

of a finer love...

your mother was disappointed, so you told me:

better to be born in a large Irish family

religious enough to believe that nature

manages contraception as well as she manages love...

your brothers and sisters will provide her grandchildren enough..
and she knows that she too, will surrender

a colleen's fine bold looks, for a finer radiance,

of love for family...

would it be better if you had had that vigorous love-life
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which you had willingly, reluctantly, given up
for the love of love itself?

or should it be, that what you’ve never had, that you don't miss...

and now, in the sweet and smiling peace of your presence,
your undemanding presence that urges me to tease you,
challenge you, annoy you...

now, I seem to have no questions that are relevant,

for those I had, seem dry and theoretical,

rebounding back on me when aimed at you..

yes, monk -

you tease me, challenge me, annoy me,

in your turn; hearing in my inner ear

the crashing waters of the great sea of faith,
the lure of sheer totality: give it all up, all of it,
the what you know and what you don't,

the what you’ve lived and what you’ve not...
the what and whom you’ve loved,

and what the greater love might be;

3 a.m. in the dark morning of a dark night and

they're all filing silently into their pews; but

it's summer, and already there’s a hint

through the eastern window over there, of a gentle dawn
that seems to have to it, all the time in the world,

telling the candle-lit and holy heart

of some space-time that is love.

Michael Shepherd
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I Makeover Day

The sun's shining here,

hope it is with you;

the sort of day

I just might put on that new tie

except I don't wear ties while writing poems;
how about a new poetic style,

though of course, said Eeyore,

no-one would notice...

The choice offers itself

like those two optimistic primulas in slightly corny colours out there
sunning themselves after a winter bravely endured:
how about a confidently laid-back,

assured as of paradise gained,

with appropriate underplayed humility,

Bay Area style?

Little left to desire,

just a cool sense of life well lived

and a touch of cosmic consciousness

though without a brand-name?

Cool in the sunshine,

the net curtain gently blowing

in the life of now?

No, today

seems more a Manhattan day for me -

cool, again, but sharp as befits

the centre of the world of happening: just

a mere stroll from loft to Mike's Place

for that special coffee, whilst jotting a slightly tangential diary
of friendly intimacy with the essential references

left out; a sprinking

of metro stations mentioned to give it location;

a sense of village local life yet lived

at civilisation's edge:

the Puerto Rican girl in the floral dress

pausing on the sidewalk, smiling

although she didn't have a pass to the gallery opening;

the drunk you always exchange quotes from Bukowski with
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outside Julie's; the fun of meeting old friends

with familiar traded insults

and today's new band-box fresh opinion,

the morning wit barbered, shaved, steamed, alcohol-rubbed,
coffeed, cocktailed, manicured, sandwich-barred

in the electric sunshine zing of howness

that is a new day in Manhattan

as the sunlight creeps cautiously down the high walls;

where every store window's newly dressed

and poverty is invisible...

yes, I think I'll wear this Manhattan tie today;
it's retro but with an edge, wouldn't you say?

Michael Shepherd
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I Metaphor

A pretty girl

is like a simile

and vice-a-versa

so I'd say

for like the sunlight it
delights our so prosaic day

and life is better for
a metaphor

when apposite

to what you write

the first I used

that made some sense
came out of childish
innocence

before I read

the word in prose

I thought that what
just goes and goes

was 'dire rear' -

not too bad

as an idea

for a nappy-happy lad?

Michael Shepherd
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I Mind Games

Swaami Vivekaananda describes

the restless, vain, vindictive human mind

as monkey: agile, watchful, quick to move,
yet never quite at rest. And worse, we find -

intoxicated: selfish, full of pride,

that agile mind sent spinning into pain,

the boundless universe turned tiny box,

Man's measure never known. And worse again -

this cunning, drunken monkey's angry; stung
by his own scorpion bite: and so invents

his bitter enemies, their role assigned;

the human race divided by...our mind.

And thus the mindful Swaami with fine grace
reminds us - we're that godly human race...

Michael Shepherd
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I Mind My Heart

Oh it's so difficult
to love the frugal

the heart
locked in the mind.

Oh it's so difficult
to praise the modest

the heart
locked in the mind

Oh it's so difficult
to love those who hate themselves

Oh it's so difficult
to bring joy to the suicidal

but worth a try

Michael Shepherd
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I Old Woman

We see you every day

on the newsreels

a face like the worn map of tragedy

lined with a life of service

that should have ended in an honoured peace
among those you bore and love

your hands reaching out

to the TV camera

begging for water, food

or beseeching

in some unrecognisable, ineffective

local language, or

cursing an enemy not visible

who made a ruin of your home

or being carried unceremoniously
between urgent hands in some material
from a bed that is no longer there

or sitting bemused by life

awaiting some unnamed help beyond request
though never accompanied by your son
who has found a greater cause

than home, or age, and somewhere else...

or, in the occasional poem -

tended, your paper skin and jutting hipbones
not unlike some starved chicken’s carcase
described with painful love

as if you only lived a living life

in the past tense,

beyond the verses, between the metaphors

and yet, if we could only find words

to describe what's still living,

where pride hides, a pride

too precious now in grief to speak,
how you love those who are not here..

and yet, you're there, alive or dead
patient, proud, silent, and unnamed,
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in every poem
that has ever been written

and I salute you

Michael Shepherd
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I On Not Quite Knowing Kathleen Raine

And now she's died, too...

and mankind's selfish howl rings out -

She should have died hereafter...

why didn't you tell us you were going to die...?

She left us with a poem to her lover;
their parting once almost as chewed-over
as the Ted and Sylvia show...

was it her fault, was it his,

did she ruin his talent?

Did he ruin hers?

Did she ruin her own? ..

and on and on

and then the obituaries the next day -

half a page of glorious, immortal things one never knew
about that small, dignified, humble lady

to whom I was introduced

with the wrong reference,

so that we shook hands weakly

over a void of silent incomprehension...

she who had entered the room
with my my my book in her hand...
and made me too feel immortal...
until we were introduced...

and now I wish there were some love-bank of futility

where we could say

put this uncounted love to her account - no, no name please
because we would have loved you more, we think,

if we had known

what we know now

it's pathetic isn't it

Michael Shepherd
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I Planet Dearth

‘No other life form on the planet
knows negativity, but human ‘kind’..

No other life form on the planet
violates and poisons the Earth
that sustains it, but the human ‘race’..’

oh look, how unhappy that flower is!

how can we cheer it up?

and that oak tree — how stressed it looks!
how shall we help it to unwind?

out there, look, that dolphin
looks really depressed, I wonder
what we can do to raise its spirits?

and that frog - it seems to have
a problem with its self-esteem..
and no princesses handy...

pussy just can’t relax, doctor,
could you prescribe a pill, or
perhaps refer us to a pussychiatrist?

and how that tweetie-pie birdie

carries visible hatred and resentment

like a cage upon its back...

(was it watching Tom and Jerry yesterday..?)

the only animals that show anything of
these signs of neurotic behaviour

are, yes, those who live

close to human kind...

which animal do you take

for your teacher in the art
of living only in the present moment?
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[with acknowledgements to the Blessed Eckhart Tolle]

Michael Shepherd
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I Pooh Bear And Cr Discuss Truth

Wol’s nephew had found a piece of torn paper in the Wood, which said ‘Truth is...
and took it back, rather wet and smudgy, to Wol.

Word got around that Wol’s nephew, who was learning to read, had asked Wol
what came next... However, most of the Animals were not very interested, as
they went about their busy lives.

But Pooh Bear, who'd heard CR use the word about A Certain Incident, was
walking paw in hand with CR through the wood one crispy day, and because
there weren’t any other Big Thoughts floating around saying ‘Look at me! ’, said
'‘CR, what is truth? ’

Christopher Robin looked down lovingly at Beloved Bear, like you do when you
admire someone for asking a Big Question, but aren’t sure quite what to say
next...

‘Well, Pooh, " he said at last, ‘there’s truth with a small t - like when somehow a
plate has jumped out of your hands onto the floor and broken itself, and grown-
ups don’t quite believe this, and say, tell me the truth...’

Pooh recognised this. Hunny jars did the same thing sometimes, when you reach
for them on the shelf and wonder why they wanted to fall like that...

‘And there’s Truth with a capital T, that grown-ups put on their best clothes and
sit around, with a cup or glass of something, and talk about... but without
dropping their cup or glass or anything...

Pooh had never sat around when this happened. That was the time for being with
CR upstairs.

‘It’s difficult to follow what they say, so I watch their faces, Pooh..

‘There’s Nodding Their Heads Truth. There’s Smiling But Only a Bit and Not for
Long Truth. There’s Eyes Open Wide Truth. There’s Being Very Still For a Time
Truth. And there’s Nodding And Smiling With the Eyes Too And Remembering,
Truth... There seem to be diff'rent kinds of Truth, Pooh...

Pooh suddenly felt very five-to-fourish after so much about grown-ups and their
complicated lives, so he and CR turned and walked back in silence.
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Later after a Little Something, Pooh stood in front of the big mirror in CR’s
nursery, and tried on all these Faces of Truth.. feeling, well maybe, and yes
possibly, and wait until tomorrow, by turns.. and then, he felt really quite tired...

Christopher Robin picked him up; saying fondly, 'Silly old Bear...'

Michael Shepherd
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I Pooh Bear And Hindu Philosophy

It was a fine early Spring morning, and in the Forest the Animals were busy
Being Themselves, and doing all the things that Being Oneself involves.

Pooh had had a Being Myself morning, sorting out the hunny jars and wondering
if two half-full jars were really quite the same as one full jar, or really quite
different; and why a half-full jar looked quite different from a half-empty jar..

But now this afternoon the Boy and his Bear are walking down the path towards
the Poohsticks bridge, and the path is feeling Springy too, with its dry leaves and
twigs and beech mast like the bouncy mattress in CR’s nursery, as if they were
saying ‘yes, we are here too! ’

‘CR.." said Pooh, holding CR’s hand rather tight as he did when a Big Thought
was hovering like a bee who hasn’t quite make its mind up whether to land here
or move on somewhere else, ‘what’s Ah-Dwy-Ter? ’

‘Well Pooh..” said CR slowly, wanting to answer but not wanting to confuse a Bear
of Very Little Brain who was also Beloved Bear...

‘There’s Dwy-ter and Ah-dwy-ter... Dwy-ter means sort of Two to Indians, and
Ah-dwy-ter means Not Two...’

There was a long pause, while Spring went on springing, and the bee in Pooh’s
brain did another circle because it sensed that there was more hunny somewhere
in this flowerbed than had yet called attention to itself.

‘So it’s like, when it’s a stormy day and we shan’t see each other, and I feel
saddish and Not One... and then at lunchtime the clouds clear and you come
along and I'm happy to see you...and I feel that you and I are really Not Two
when we're together...? ’

‘Something like that, Pooh’ said CR. ‘Because, if someone were coming up this
path towards us right now, they might say '‘Oh look, there’s the two of them...’
But we should know it’s not really like that...

And a warm happy feeling spread from Pooh’s feet walking on the bouncy Spring
path, up to the tip of his nose and the edges of his ears that CR liked to stroke
when he ran out of words.
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Now Pooh knew another Very Important Word which wasn’t as big close up as it
was in the distance, and knew exackly the difference between One and Not Two
and how, to those who really understand these things, one and one can make a
Not Two sort of One...

Pooh squeezed CR’s hand like people do who are Not Two, and CR looked down
affectionately at Beloved Bear as they walked down the Springy path in the
sunshine, and the sky seemed glad to have rained, but happy not to be raining
now:

‘Silly old Pooh...

Michael Shepherd
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I Pooh Bear And The Alarming Rumour

In the Hundred Acre Wood, agitation spread like one of those cold March winds
that seem to be blowing in every direction at once. All the Animals were
murmuring to each other, then to someone else, and rumour spread like blown
dry leaves in an autumn gale..

Wol’s nephew, who was too clever for his own good, Wol said, had found a torn
piece of dirty newspaper wrapped round some compost behind a tree, which
came, it said, ‘From Our .....wood Correspondent’

and which said something about *...Robin...girl"...

What could it mean? Had CR found a girlfriend? Pooh was half happy for him,
but the other half knew that girls meant boys having less time for walks in the
wood with bears, however Much Loved...

Others feared that CR would be going away to school, as he had told them he
would one day, and his sister — who they’d never met - would come instead and
do girly things like tidy up, and brush Eeyore’s hair away from his eyes, and sit
the Animals in a row and play School ... Piglet turned very pink around the ears
at the thought.

Rabbit’s friends and relations were unconcerned - they had bunny girls of their
own to play with. But Roo got the story wrong as usual, and thought CR would
change into a girl, like hens sometimes change into cocks, and got all excited and
jumped up and down shouting ‘Christine Robinia...” which embarrassed everyone.
While Tigger just bounced around, hoping that this would be a New Adventure
after all..

Only Tortus, who was so old that he had once seen Snow White walking through
the Hundred Acre Wood, feared the worst...saying that girls from that wood with
the holly in it had rosebud mouths, tidy hair, long eyelashes, sang silly songs,

and were yucksomely sentimental...

Could it be true? The Animals all crowded in front of Wol's tree to ask his advice.
Wol took a long time to find his spectacles, and came out looking serious.

‘The wood with the holly in it is a long way from our wood’ said Wol, ‘and doesn’t
see us as we see ourselves...so you must prepare yourselves for the worst...’

The Animals walked slowly and sadly away. It seemed as if the end of the world
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were nigh. No more Christopher Robin, and a girl with rosebud lips and tidy hair
and long eyelashes instead? They would just have to wait and see. Some girls,
after all, are fond of all animals...some are even tomboys and kick leaves and
walk through puddles and climb trees...

Eeyore hadn't joined the crowd. He stayed in the corner of his field, eating a
dewy breakfast. ‘No one asked me...” he said mournfully. ' I'm always the
last to be consulted...’

And so the Animals waited for the next chapter in their lives.

[There was a rumour a year ago in the Hollywood Reporter or some such, that

Disney were trying to insinuate a girl lead into the stories...]

Michael Shepherd
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I Pooh Bear Learns About Enjambment

Pooh liked Autumn. Autumn means walking with a scarf round your neck and
sometimes seeing your breath in the air like a silent conversation, and wet leaves
underfoot and twigs going crackle or sometimes crack! which can be scary if you
aren't holding CR's hand.

So here they are, walking together paw-in-hand down the path in Hundred-Acre
Wood, and Pooh is humming a happy hum with words looking for it, rather like
inquisitive flies that don't quite land on you, wondering if they should stay or not,
and how the other flies feel if two of them land together...

'CR.." said Pooh, 'What's en-jamb-ment? ' It sounded like what happens when a
wasp gets stuck in a honey jar, or perhaps a marmalade jar.

'That's a long word, Pooh..."' said CR, wondering how to explain to a Bear Of Little
Brain Yet Poetically Gifted, in the easiest way, when you're not too sure
yourself...

'Well..." said CR at last, 'you don't really need it, Pooh, because your Hums all
finish each line with a rhyme - so everyone knows just where they are....but
suppose you get to the end of a line, and the line looks around like Eeyore does
after a big mouthful of juicy autumn grass, and it can't see another line that
wants to pair with it in a friendly rhyme.... then if you let it just go on being by
itself - like Eeyore - and it's happy to be that way, if occasionally grumbly about
it - that's called 'free verse'.

'So then you can just go on and on without thinking about when to stop... but
then if you write it down so that other people can read it without getting out of
breath, what 'free verse poets' do is like turning over the page of a book and
wondering what's coming - like, is there a scary illustration on the next page, or
a Surprise, or only a few lines and THE END - what these poets do, is to treat the
lines the same way as pages, so that at the end of each line, you wonder a little
bit more than usual, what's coming in the next line... instead of yawning and
wondering if it's time for A Little Something..."

'l see..' said Pooh, in the way you do when you're a Very Polite Bear but don't
really see, not yet anyway...

Then he remembered that poem by Rupert Somebody that CR had told him was
an Extended Metaphor, which had that memorable line which the Poetic Bear
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could have written himself: '...and is there hunny still for tea? ..." though of
course Pooh was always careful, himself, to have a line of hunnypots up there
where you could see that the future was golden and hunny-coloured...

'CR..." said Pooh in that happy feeling when the brain seems to sorting things out
for you, '...so if you wrote carefully in a book, '... and is there hunny still for tea?
..." you could write it with the first line

...and is there...

and people would wonder what you were going to ask them... or

...and is there hunny...

and they'd wonder, what you were asking about hunny; or

... and is there hunny still...

and they might be suddenly worried that the hunny had run out; or just

...and is there hunny still for tea?

which tells them exactly what you're thinking without making them think too
much? '

'Exactly! ' said CR (though it sounded more 'exackly' because he was happy and
excited) "You really are a Poetic Bear, Pooh! '

And he squeezed Pooh's paw in a Specially Friendly fashion, and a hunny-
coloured glow filled Pooh, as one more Useful Thing about Poetry was put into
place...

And as they returned home for a Little Something, Pooh was humming a hum
with words flying curiously around it, which would be his first Free Verse Hum
With Enjambment which grown-up poets would read with that little extra
interest, as they came to the end of each line, and know that it was written by d
Bear Esquire, Poet...

Michael Shepherd
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I Saint Nicholas Of Cusa On The Face Of God

In thy dear image and thy likeness, Lord,

are we as human made, your servant tells;
how then to know ourselves, in this new sight,
and where to look, to see our godly selves?

For I believe all nature is thy face -

thy natural, thy Absolute, true light;

and art, too, is thy face - by thy art seen;

and knowing - of all that which may be known;

and thus the man who sees thee face to face
may see all things, and know all things; have - All:
but - how to see thee? How to pray, to ask?

And ask for what, since thou art All in All?

How to pray thou giv'st thyself to me?
'Be thine own self, and I will be in thee...'

Michael Shepherd
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I Something For The Weekend? (2)

Friday mornings:

As I follow Eric the barber to the pay counter,

feeling scraped and trimmed and scented and almost younger,
we slip into a familiar ritual,

a little touch of theatre

which takes us briefly out of ourselves

or perhaps even into ourselves a little,

come to think of it:

'Something for the weekend, sir? '

He doesn't say this sotto voce like the other barbers,

but rather louder than normal

in his ex-actor's voice

to draw the whole shop into this moment of performance
and assure any new customers

that no offence is intended.

The joke is of course my advanced age.

You might call it post-everything irony.

But there's just a touch of respect there too.

His young assistant Rob

who's giving expert attention to the young guy in the other chair,
with that intimate proficiency which the young

now bestow on the grooming of their peers,

but who doesn't miss a beat,

rolls his eyes heavenward at this sally

though this stale camp mannerism

can't quite hide his affection for his employer.

He gives me a quick glance of acknowledgement

across the chasm of age.

These little routines and rituals and performances
give shape to the week.

But hanging unvoiced in the air

is the knowledge
that one more rent rise and it's curtains for this establishment.
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That is the stage direction
that is not spoken in the script.

Michael Shepherd
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I ' Sorry, But What You Write Isn'T Poetry...'

A deep breath; a sigh.. as if

you didn’t accuse yourself of this
every time you write a poem and
hoping to pretend it's * stretching
the boundaries of poetry’ etc.

- and whether it’s subsequently
well received or not..

and you reply, with a slightly shaky patience,
‘Well, you define poetry, and
I'll give you then an answer...”

It begins with some small explosion

(no casualties) in consciousness

(the Indians call it ‘sfota’)

or perhaps, it seems more like

some movement of the heart;

perhaps in delayed reaction to some event,
or perhaps out of that blessed ‘blue’...

and you swear undying faith and trust

in this wee mite, to guard it with your life;
it’s the thrill of a lifetime, but,

can you raise it as you should?

I won't attempt to describe to those

who know this all so well,

the inner world through which you follow it -
sometimes it’s like some vast building

full of dusty libraries, committee rooms

some a hubbub of argument,

some somnolent; then

you open a door and find yourself

in court, and in the dock - and also witnhess box...

how ludicrous this must sound
to those who've never written ‘poetry’...
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our whole life, hanging onto every word...

Michael Shepherd
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I Sports Day Lament. For C;j.

tenth in the sprint

ninth in the four hundred
eighth in the cross-country
seventh in the potato race
sixth in the egg-and-spoon
fifth in the high jump

fourth in the long jump

third in the hurdles

second in the basketball shoot

that's Sports Day over for this year.

But Mom and Dad will tell me (again) that
''m still the best at being me'...

and they'll sing all the way home oh god...
'they can't take that away from me

no....

they can't take that away from meeee...'

Michael Shepherd
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I The Beloved Stranger

It was about seven years

after her breakdown

which she could not remember, and

which I could not forget

that one day

as I was creaming and powdering her
more intimately than I ever expected to as a man to his mother,
she turned to me and said -

inching her way

with supreme heroic human effort

out of the black and midnight subsoil maze
of dementia - said

carefully, enquiringly

as if to establish a relevant fact,

'Are we related? '
And I knew not how to answer...

Then after some few days

I found a way to ease that pain:

as I creamed and powdered

the soreness under her still fine womanly breasts
at a hundred and two years of age

I said quietly

to her uncomprehending memory,

'beloved stranger...'

it wasn't a joke that she could share, but
it helped a little.

Michael Shepherd
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I The Eye Of Beauty

Krishna passed that mountain many times;
and yet his followers observed that day

that all his mind was filled with fresh delight
as if he'd never walked, nor seen, that way;

the beauty of the mountain ever new,

the moment of its sight, the world reborn;
the mind surprised by what it always knew:
the beauty past all beauty's name and form.

This is true beauty, in ourself revealed:
a sight that's ever fresh, yet ever known;

which eye sees pure, yet mind too oft conceals:

God's unity, in beauty seen; all, One;

The moment's grace of beauty, ours all day;
from outward eye the sight of inward Way.

Michael Shepherd
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I The First Poem By The First Poet

i'm intrigued by the ur-poem
by allan j saywell

entitled grunt

which is

the first poem

by the first poet:

grunt

how do we know he was a poet
saywell he say so

but think about how

it happened

one day Grunt

for that was his name
listened

to himself saying grunt
and thought

that's quite a nice sound
if I say it carefully

it's got a sorta music to it

so he spent the rest of the day
giving it a swing

and a ring

and a dingadingding

his First Lady

(Laura)

liked it and smiled

and said

Grunty dear

although as a man

you're gorilla-dust and

although you still walk like a bush
that's music to my big ears

poets sure know

how to please a girl

and she gave him a big wet lippy kiss
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the rest is pre-history

Michael Shepherd
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I The Hallmark Of Poetry

Every day, the sun sets

you noticed?

in a great, glorious performance

of wraparound scenic splendour

as if it were the last day of the world
(we'd sue)

and all around the world

poets who've been chewing on their pencils all day
or gazing steamy-eyed at an empty screen
without as we poets say, the Muse whispering

an ode we're owed

as poets

wonder if it could be one last chance

to write the ultimate sunset poem

to get something down today

and justify our existence beyond existing

noting that at sunset

the red flowers in the garden glow so intensely
that you can feel it on your eyeballs

and the sunlight just when the sun disappears
lights up the whole landscape like a floodlight
on the stage set of our lives

that sort of stuff

then next morning the sun
rises on our ultimate sunset poem

and later sets

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive

86



I The Lake, The Fountain

by the lake so still so calm

sky-blue cloud-white

more sky than water this autumn day
the air so still above

there a tree leans over the water

as if in thanks

and here a gathering of stones

awaits the offhand lapping of the wavelets
bringing out the many colours of the stones
that remember mountains edging the horizon
with light and shadow through the day

over there a fountain plashes over worn carved stone
fed by a mountain waterfall wild fountain tamed
throwing up a million new-mined diamonds

droplets sparkling like a chandelier

the sun catches turning air and water

into unceasing dance of somehow joy

the still lake the dancing fountain
telling with water two stories
stillness in joy

joy in stillness

as two white-robed nuns who whisper laughing
laughing whisper

in the cool of the evening

beside the fountain

before prayer

and holy silence

Michael Shepherd
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I The Ultimate Teenage Love Poem

How dare you dump me just like that...?
before I'd even considered dumping you...
if I'd know you were the dumping kind
i'd've dumped you first.

BUT **** IT HURTS

Michael Shepherd
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I This Poem..

This poem

was about to speak to you

assuming that there is a you right there and now
but

hesitated, a little unsure of itself

this poem

though all ready to be

a bouncy, Tiggerish, extravert sort of poem
is going instead to take a quiet moment for
introspection

this poem

remembers that computers are essentially
binary - built up of millions of yes-no choices
o)

this poem

is above all,

YE€s;

hoping

in still a Tiggerish way, to hear you also, say
yes

this poem

finds that it has

certain hidden desires
which it rightly or wrongly
was going to lay on you
like

this poem

would like to tell you
something new which

you might or might not believe
until some time later

when you'd say

yes!
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this poem

would like to touch your heart
(impertinently assuming

you might need aortic massage)

so that when you finished reading it,
you'd say

yes!

this poem

presumptuously

would like to enable you to

see the whole world with fresh eyes,
as if never before,

be the first day

of Creation for the

rest of your life

so that you'd say

yes yes yes

this poem

would love to

be Irish, throw magical, spellbinding words round you
like two hands throwing wild flowers

over you in a summer meadow,

looking into your eyes, laughing, kissing,

dancing over the green hills to blue skies hand in hand
enchanted with a life you’d passing forgotten,

always known, while time

is eternity and

you and I and all things are

yes, yes, yes and

yes

this poem

at this point

introspectively with a touch of humility
thinks

maybe it’'s sufficient, purer,

just to want to

pass you in the street,

smile right into your eyes

maybe shake hands, even
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kiss both cheeks how ever many times
and know that without necessarily
saying anything

the answer’s

yes

this poem

hopes it's made its point

without mentioning

love or other well-known,
complicated things like that and
moreover it's gone on long enough
because

this poem loves

what happens in silence
what happens in stillness
and just wanted to say

yes?

Michael Shepherd
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I This Rose. After The Sufi.

This rose - red, scented, rich, without price -
is it speaking to me?
I cannot hear what it says. And yet...

is it watching me?
it does not blink. And yet...

is it urging me to action?
it gives no sign. And yet...

this rose - so gloriously - is...

so does it know all this?
is it beyond all this?

for while I watch it
and wait for an answer
I know myself more.

perhaps the rose
is not the answer
but the question

and I the answer
and the answerer

Michael Shepherd
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I To A Great Lady

I yearn to show you, praise you, to the world -
-and straightway hear you: 'Inappropriate...";
said with firm authority, and yet

said kindly, smiling, thoughtful; as if part

of some continued talk about the truth;

and as I, listening, look at you, I catch

in that sharp-seeing eye, the spark of joy;
and at the corners of your mouth, the twitch
of heavenly laughter at the comedy -

the serious humour - of our earthly wealth;
Shakespeare knew your sort: a golden girl
who brings to men and women their true self.

The more we loved the beauty of your mind,
the more that presence ever now we find

Michael Shepherd
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I "Tude Lyric

I'm the man to be,
cos I'm me, me, me;
but you're just you
and who cares who

I'm the greatest,

I could be the hatest,
you’re down on your luck
but I don’t care a ****,

life is tough,

an’ life is rough,
but that’s enuff
who cares a stuff

I don’ need to write

cos ed-u-cation’s shite;

I jus’ like to spray

my mark somewhere each day

I score the chix,

I score a fix,

me an’ you don’t mix
cos I know the trix

I'm the koolest gangsta,
you, you're just a wanksta,
my posse an’ me

hand out cruel-tyy

I got a shooter

you ain't worth a hoota;
I got a knife,

you ain't got a life

I gotta switch, man -
ain’t your life a bitch?
I gotta blade, man -
got it all made
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ain’t no lovin’
like my ho an’ me..

(what's that, Mom? ...It's time for tea? ...)

Michael Shepherd
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I Two-Dimensional Dream

If you called me 'two-dimensional’, I guess
I'd go away and think about it - is he
insulting me and if so, how?

Though in a sense, all of us here in cyberspace
are two dimensional, to each other?

There's one time, though, when two dimensions

would be a blessing: like today,

when the cutely photographed brochure

for IKEA, the flat-pack furniture giant,

thudded through the letterbox

with its cosy nordic world as fresh and clean and scented
as a newly-built sauna just fired up;

then the two-dimensional me

could simply slip like a well-trained bookmark
between page 24 - 'a welcoming family room'

and page 25 - 'a bathroom to relax in'

with a pine-scented sigh of relief

that I wouldn't have to drive ten miles,

gueue out of sight of the parking-lot just to get in,
then after checking what was out of stock,

go home and try to put the bloody thing together
despite the missing bolt.

You'll find me there on page 25,

under the artfully arranged bubbles, relaxing
in my carefree, blond and nordic way,
smiling the smug smile

of the sterile two-dimensional.

Michael Shepherd
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I Ultimate Teenage Love Poem

**kX YOU!
you've wrecked my supposed self-esteem

maybe when I'm older i'll know what self-esteem is
and how it can never be wrecked...

and i'll even be grateful for the lesson you pushed on me
but not ****ing yet, OK?

Michael Shepherd
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I Wankstal

wanksta

a one-line poem in itself;

a sociological truffle

to be sniffed, snorted and snaffled
by academic hogstas;

a British schoolboy taunt

for a sad loser

with more than a hint of
adolescent sexual guilt

and strengthened by the shouts
of football terraces

now fierce with

the combative

minority-to-majority

two fingers to Culture

black ethos of the deprived

asserting its claim,

rappin ' on the door, yea, rappin' on the door
of that same Kulcha

yet mediated by the assertive
individual competition

of those same cultural fighters
taunting each other,
schoolboys with loaded guns

wanksta

wanksta, wanksta,
yo ain't no gangsta

a word that's all front
and no back

but as a poet
I enjoy it
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this youngsta
kidstar

on the block

of living language

Michael Shepherd
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I What The ****? |

All was quiet in the Garden of Eden
and not a fig-leaf stirred...

but after the Fall of Man

(usually forwards and enthusiastically, we note)
literature

required some word for what happens

when evening falls, the curfew tolls the knell of parting day,
lovers begin to nuzzle, friends

remember a prior engagement, journalists

try to bribe the night porter, and

some novelists, blushing, draw the curtain, while others
brighten and begin to enjoy their work; and filmmakers
need to decide between a darkling screen,

a symbolic firework display, or

box-office returns.

Egyptian hieroglyphics afford little clue (there's

a chance missed) : but jump-cutting now to Anglo-Saxon usage,
Chaucer, Father of the English Language so we're told,

used 'swyve', in a masculine sort of way:

'he swyved her bolt upright' leaves little to the imagination.

Then courtly French may have given us 'make love' -

an oxymoron if ever there was one -

being still, however the romantic hope of many, and the dread of
Casanovas the world around, as they have it off (sic) .

Shakespeare, being a poet, immortalised it as
'making the beast with two backs' - graphic, but

it didn't catch on with the tabloids, who prefer

only four-letter words which fit the headlines better.

The Italian Renaissance, noticing in its Mediterranean way

the resemblance of the male danglies to a fig fruit

(backtrack to Eden here for speculations)

may well have given us (the Florentine g being pronounced gutturally)
that English word with added onomatopoeia

though let's not go into that,
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which now that blasphemy's out, is all too common,

rendering a much-enjoyed activity all too often as a term of abuse
which I leave to psychologists to work out. I refer to

frxk,

Then as this term, which it doesn't take a lip-reader

to note frequently on the lips (and spare-time pursuits) of footballers,
became a sort of holy word of abuse,

and lawyers lurked around the gossip columns,

words mingling the comic, the non-accusatory

and the slightly admiring, were sought:

and so the tennis world gave us Bonking Becker...

while sportsmen like, naturally enough, to 'score'...

A psycho-sociological study might here extend,

priapically, to distinguish between male terms such as

'Cor, I'd like to give 'er one..." which makes the assumption

that females are eternally grateful for such male generosity,

and any distinguishing solely female terms

though I'm told girls' nights out are descriptive in their appreciation.

But for girls pulling boys, either the terms are non-gender-specific,
or in short supply, or have passed me by. Personally,

I like the biblical 'and she took him in unto her'

which has a certain feminine sense of choice about it

but too long for the tabloid headlines.

You'll note I've avoided that crude expression of a consumer society,
'have sex' - it has nothing to commend it, and indeed
is ungrammatical, and fundamentally, f***king animalistic

though of course.

Michael Shepherd
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I Words Of Consolation On A Wet Day In The Lake
District

I dreamt I flew as ibis fly

o'er sand and palm and sunny Nile
when all at once, there caught my eye
a host of grinning crocodile

Michael Shepherd
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11 A Rich Interior Life With Style

I would live in that sort of space
if would were could.

Instead, I take off my shoes at the door,
feel my bare toes on the polished woodwork,

settle into the chair, take out

the big square book entitled ‘Japanese Style’,
and with the contented sigh of one

who knows that solitude is

a status symbol in Japan,

give the body a rest, while the mind,
with its clever skills, no sweat,

as into a loose cotton robe,

feeling the air against the skin,

slips easily into two dimensions
contemplating three-dimensional space;
lives in these mindful geometries,

and feels a million yen;

goes to bed refreshed,
wondering whether waking up
a Japanese would be acceptable.

Maybe I'll write a poem,

‘This quiet Spring evening

I sit in solitude

and love the unseen passers-by’

and take it to the calligrapher’s shop,
hang it outside the front door

for no-one to read

but all to see -

for in solitude, all is possible.
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ITDEMENTIA

Chopped root, in the dark subsoil of the mind;
protected only by its own forgetfulness;
seeking occasionally, with weak desperation
for the light it once (perhaps?) remembers;

stabbing their own nearest, dearest kin
with the cold steel of unrecognition

as if of some betrayal: one day, a glance,
a careful question: ‘Are we... related? ’

And you - you have been singled out

for this unexplained great test

which gods within, without, us have devised:

call upon all you’ve ever learned, lived, won, been gifted:
love these beloved strangers

beyond all bonds, all bounds.

Michael Shepherd
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Il Is

Greek

and other ancient languages
are happy with verbs
existing without a subject.

Renders.
Philosophers, silent;
poets, dumb;
contemplatives, still..

Is.
Becomes?
Continues?
Ends?

Cogitates:
Is?

Is:
cogitates.

Meditates.
Rests.
Clarifies.
Wonders.
Praises.
Expands.
Embraces.
Loves.

Is.

Michael Shepherd
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1'1 Just There

Between two who are talking;
above two who are silent;

in the listening
after wisdom spoken;

the moment as the pen’s put down;
the moment after the book is lowered;

between two thoughts;
just before speech;

as cup’s put back on saucer;
knife and fork sing plate;

just before the inward breath,
and just after the outward breath,

between the warm memory
and the fond association;

just before the smile is smiled;
when the last tear has dropped;

just as silence forgets sound;
just as stillness forgets movement;

as all thought surpasses thought
as if no thought had ever been;

the moment before music starts;
the moment after music ceases;

the moment before words come;
just before the poem speaks;

between the listening
and the hearing;
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all these gathered in your heart
just before you give it name.

Michael Shepherd
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11 Liberation

I said, yes I'd like to be my real self
and yes I'd like to realise that I, er, am.. I think..

but when I see the word self-realisation
I reach for the ego in my holster..

right between the eyes. One shot. No mess.

he said, will you settle for liberation?
I said yes, that's fine

he said well if that’s what you’re looking for,
there’s some bad news and some good news

the bad news is that the person that you think you are
will never find Liberation

the good news is that who you really are
has never known anything but freedom...

Michael Shepherd
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IT NAMASTE

To greet you
as you greet me

to bow down, look up, to the Lord in you
what more perfect, easy, pure,

than to fill a ritual

that needs no thought to plan

with all the heart may present offer; .

to join my hands and bow my eyes
that see now only Him,

raise them to see Him in you;
only perfect then remains

namaste

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 Parents (Like, Who Needs Them?)

In the staff room after Parents’ Day
we used to shake our prematurely
gray heads and contemplate

the Zen-ness of our well-worn truism:
‘Parents are the least suitable

people to have children’...

EMForster said, we begin by
loving our parents; later

we judge them; rarely

if ever, do we forgive them..

The other day, some pseudo-quiz
for exposure-hungry celebs
asked, what is the most disliked
thing about parents?

and the pollsters did their thing

and found it was, their taste in music..
I guess that tells you something
about the depth of culture

though I suspect many teenagers
really think, it's the gross, unspeakable way
that they go on having sex after we're born...

however, this alleged poem is getting

way off track from its solemn message
which might, just might, be India’s
greatest if unproveable gift to the West
and all who whinge about their parents and
what they did and didn’t do for us...:

karma: that the way you lived your previous life
fixed it via the absolute computer that

you were born in the most propitious

time and place and parentage

to continue the journey of your soul

on its way to the bliss of freedom
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from all worldly attachments
such as, e.g. parents; older siblings; and
the rest you’ll have to fill in for yourself

remembering of course in your compassion that
it was karma for your long-suffering parents too;

you were their justice; and they, yours..

Michael Shepherd
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11 SIMILE

‘A golden evening; and we watched
the sun sink slowly below the horizon
like a golden dime

into a flaming jukebox'..

well, yes and no... similes -

one thing likened to another -

are sacred food: gifts

that we give to one another’s mind

to lift it with a sudden joy;

expand it so that all the world

is made afresh, anew, and

full of wonder and of praise..

a world whose unity becomes

in @ moment, here and now, forever...

give a simile in words as if - like -
the most careful choice of gift of love
to the one you love the most:

to say, this is to show how much

I love the world in you; in You.

My eyes shine like your heart.

Michael Shepherd
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11 The Stature Of Truth

Watch them closely.

Your greater life depends on this.
See their bodies, watch their faces,
listen to their sound, which is

now the sound that we all own.

Now see your self, seeing them;
watch your self, watching them;
listen to your self, listening
to yourself. This is the moment
grace graces us. Our grace.

This shelf-stacker with

a battered face; this

village lady with a homely build;

this child, who, simply, sings

as if that could not be more natural:

see them; watch them; listen to the sound.

See them in profile: nobility
now shapes their face;

this is what heroes are,
heroes who await our call.

They have surrendered to their self;
was it we who called them?

Are there times when truth itself

is impatient of release; cannot wait
for us to earn that?

Perhaps just a few bars, as the song

begins to take them over,

sings, them; perhaps the climax of the song,
when all we can do is wildly clap,

applaud ourselves for what they’ve told us
that we always knew: we too, heroes,
heroines, waiting for the call

to be ourselves:
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for a few bars, their stature

is beyond measure; remind yourself,
you saw it, watched them, listened:
listened to the sound which says
this, my sound, is the sound

that can do anything. anything:

now I make the world anew.

For a few bars, they tell us
this, this is who we are,
every one of us; this is
what talent’s given for; this,
what we were made for;
this is how great we are.

This is the sound of truth
singing the truth of truth itself;
this is what grace can do.

This is who we are.

Michael Shepherd
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1l Who? From 'Ellam Ondre'

To know the unity of all

is good for you and good for others.

Is there any better way to obtain the good?
Who can share the mental peace,

the mental freshness, of one who knows unity?
Thus, you become the good itself;

you become the God made visible.

Who are you? You are turiya:

beyond sleeping, dreaming, waking;

what is there more for you than that?

It is pure knowledge, that with which

you see the world in truth: this is

the greatest good you can gain from the world;
the greatest good you can give back to it.

Who is God? He has no name

but that we give to Him;

he has no form but that we give to Him;
but what’s the harm in that?

Unknown; yet He is known to us:

to believe that He exists

will bring you to that being, consciousness, and bliss
that cannot be separated in your nature,

in His nature; and by your efforts,

your master and your way will come to you;
then you will see nothing that is not God.

Then you will wake to peace;

you will have earned the right to act;

then you cannot help but serve the world;

the good for anyone will flow from you.

Guard the delicate flower of the mind;

its fragrance, freshness, colour:

your mind, more delicate even than a blossom;
peace will bless your mind;

with it, worship the God that is yourself;

be peace.
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And in that peace, know every action to be God’s:
then you will shine forth as God yourself;

through you God’s purpose for His creation

will be fulfilled. The creation is as it should be;

all things are in order. Who can change this?

As the thief suffers as he steals,

you gain the fruits of knowledge as you act;

the law is, all is one.

Know all evils in the world as from ego;
But, oh ego! Your enemy is greater:

you are perishable; He is not -

and in truth, He is your greatest friend:

he knows, ego, how to make you

worthy of true greatness and all blessings;
he asks nothing of you but - surrender;
and at the moment of surrender - joy.

‘T am Brahman’ - were these simply words to you?
Know this, all enemies become your friend;
magnanimous, you will arise;

all names, all forms, all good, all love;
they then are none but you.’

[These six verses are a crude summary of the six chapters of
‘Ellam Ondre’ by Vijai Subramaniyam (19th century Tamil)

which Ramana Maharshi recommended, as guide above all, to his
closest disciples. at ]

Michael Shepherd
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IM...ZENTIPEDE...

a centipede
must needs proceed
by synchromeshed advance

I wonder if

its Buddhist riff

is ' Show me, Master,
a Way that's faster,
and then I'll do

a one-foot dance..'

Michael Shepherd
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11'...Means What It Does...'

‘...means what it does’.

I read: ‘God cannot be named; cannot be and cannot have,
a ‘proper noun’; God can only be approached
through verbs and adjectives.’

The eight petunias which arrived so neatly in

their cardboard box as if pretending to be a book,
are already upright, thriving, growing;

that magic petal radiance of the deepest purple-blue
so delicate, so unique, seems to fill

the space around them with a message:

this is what God sings;
this is how God grows;
this is what God does;
this is what ‘God” means.

And what of the ‘soul’? Can this be named?
as God in us, how can we know it

but by verbs and adjectives;

it ‘means’ just what it does..

A meditation, deep in inner mysteries
as mind delved in itself

for hidden things yet beyond words,
beyond all self yet known to be,
interrupted by the delivery man -

I drag myself reluctantly from chair to door:
he’s met with such a glorious sunshine burst
of goodwill, gratitude...

this is what soul sings;
this is how soul grows;
this is what soul does;
this is what ‘soul’ means.
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114 Am,11 November 1918

A still night; crescent moon; the faintest breeze.
Some wit might say, 'Peaceful, innit, Tommy? "'

Two hours before the usual time for attack.

I wonder what they've got up their sleeve for today.
A bit too quiet right now, I'd say

Careful how you breathe or talk
this chilly night, out there in the open trench;
frozen breath will draw the sniper's rifle sight

The sharp nose of some human terrier

passing over the familiar smells -

cordite, rifle oil, linseed for the wooden butt, the stench of death,
yesterday's corpses half submerged -

may detect, just over there, the unmistakeable smell

of fierce French 'Caporal' cigarettes;

there in front, strong German 'Zeppelins';

round here, cheap Woodbines linger in the air

hardly a human difference
worth fighting over.

[revisited]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Blank Page For The Self

‘About the Self, dear seeker,
nothing can be said..’

say the bright-eyed sages with
a chuckle and a wink;
a chuckle and a wink..

granting, later, that if you

can spare the timeless time,

you could start listing (for your self-same self)
that which Self is not..

well I'm not satisfied with that..

I'm going to start a list

for you yourself to add to,

of those times when... so, so nearly...

you almost, almost, saw yourself -

(when of course, not looking for yourself...)

as you passed that mirror in the cloakroom,
the shopwindow that’s been newly washed;
looked into the rockpool,

in your childhood’s waking dream..

when you hear - not the first note,

but the second, of some Mozart piece:

and something tells you that the mind

that knew what chord must follow from the first
has heard, has known, its self;

the moment that the playful wind
makes plastic bag into a jellyfish;

just as you see a kite tail-twisting over the rooftops;
before you wonder whether there’s a string;

just as a taste you never met before
meets several places in your mouth at once;
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the moment that the scent of summer field
is sweeter to the nose than any flower;

these, like messages to say,
you'll never catch me; but you’ll know

that I'm around..

And now I'll leave the remainder of this page
for you to add to; or to rest blank,

as the remainder that is perfect evermore;
or for you to gaze some moments at...
contented; asking nothing

when there’s nothing left to ask;

knowing that you know your present self..
and need to know no more right now;

yet know that there, beyond,
is where all stillness smiles.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Brief Tribute To George Seferis, Poet

When the gods allot
a time, a place, to those so mortal
mortals whom they love to test,

is it a greater gift they give to poets,

to live in a land of honeybees

and sun and sea and heroes sung, a land
assured, content, of gods and marble,
temples, amphitheatres, history,

or in that land in times of tragedy,
starvation, misery, division,
internal war and conquered servitude?

Ultimate, the irony - how can the gods
think up such things? - to be

ambassador, to represent a land

from which to have been exiled half a life;
exiled from within and exiled from without.

The love the gods bestow (the Chorus cries)
is terrifying; strange; to be hard learned.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Business Trip. Sonnet For Epiphany.

Their wives were not too keen about it all:
beyond the call of duty, so it seemed;

for if they read the heavens’ portents so well,
what need of proof; of presence at the scene?

And then, to go without due retinue

through unforgiving deserts, foreign towns,

and forests hiding thieves - and wild beasts too?
And carrying rich gifts? And worse - their crowns!

And so, to risk three kingdoms, not just one?
And this, for sake of some religious creed
not even theirs? ... ‘Nay, love - it must be done:

we crown our lives, and kingdoms, with this deed;

these crowns are symbols of our rule on earth
to yield the King of Heaven at His Birth..’

Michael Shepherd
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1 I A Cartesian Life Co-Odinated

The year is 1607; the place, the lodgings
of the Jesuit College Royal Henri-le-Grand
at La Fleche; it's evening;

around a flickering candle

three boys of eleven years,

bright young faces against black robes,

bright eyes, lit in each pupil by the candle flame;

too young yet to be tired

by their day of such demanding study,
they laugh over a game

designed to improve their knowledge
of the Latin terms that they must learn:

the one whose father is a High Court judge
of course knows most; yet is most bored;
such is a father’s ambition for his son...

the game, easily constructed without expense:
pieces of paper in a Jesuit cap

on each of which, a simple Latin word

most likely to be required for formal argument
in pulpit, in the courts of law:

the game, to be the first to draw
words which can make a sentence
that can pass for logical...

Bright, bored René draws first:
‘Ergo’ - ‘therefore’: they all groan; the very word
speaks study, formal argument..

the others draw their words;
in the second round, our René draws

‘Sum’ - I exist, I am”

the third round: excitement intensifies:
can three words make a sentence fit
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for speaking in this holy, hallowed place?

gods hold their breath; angels

hover on the wing; Fate shakes the dice;
nature, nurture, weighty past,

all conspire to set the seal

upon four centuries of future thought...

flushed young face and slow-moved hand
stretch out suspense in childish fun...
‘Cogito..." reads René’s paper scrap...

how was the eleven-year-old to know

that his next words—so lightly spoke,

so soon discarded to the vaults of memory -
would shape a life, a nation’s self-drawn image,
more volumes in more languages

than any could imagine then?

alas! as every being in the heavens

awaited human statement of the greater truth
which would awaken mortal man

to his divine inheritance...

‘Sum, ergo, cogito’... they whisper to the Fates...
‘T am, I exist; therefore, I think...

alas! Man’s hubris won the day...

‘Cogito, ergo sum! ' shouts our triumphant René -
‘J'ai gagné! J'ai gagné! ’

and even God was heard to sigh...

The boys laugh; the game is won, discarded;
instant forgetfulness washes Lethe-like

over young minds; it will be thirty years

before our René dredges from his mind,
significance; human hubris; method; discourse...
sets the thinking world by egoistic ears...

and so four centuries of self-assertive Frenchmen
will gaze and talk with philosophic love

into the eyes of mesmerised

nubile young girls across the coffee-cups
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of tables on the sidewalks of the boulevards;

proud to be born French; the nation

knowing that they, above all, they hold the secret
of philosophy, of life: we are, I am, born to think..
je suis né pour penser...

and what of being itself,
and what of consciousness,

that enfolds ‘I am’...?

mon pauvre, mon semblable, mon frere... mon assassin...
hélas! hélas! ...

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 A Chinese Takeaway - For David With Thanks

The ancient sage, beset with too many thoughts
for one human lifetime,

chooses carefully the place to sit

beside the lake,

under the even more ancient twisted pine

with the view of distant cliffs

where the stork’s cry echoes;

gathers his thoughts.

Out of mercy,
the breeze gently ruffles the surface
of the lake;

the sage, reminded by the ripples

of the stillness of the lake,

smiles from a mind that’s now the lake
reflecting the blueness of the sky;
reflects, beyond the blue,

the space in which immortals live.

Michael Shepherd
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'l AComment On Contemporary Poetry

Not a true poem, to former minds;
but a poem that remembers truth;

not a good poem, to former minds;
but a poem that remembers goodness;

not a beautiful poem, to former minds;
but a poem that remembers beauty;

myself, as blissful
as a stretching cat.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 A Commonplace Day (After Thomas Hardy's Poem
Of That Name)

All day from dawn to dusk, the drizzling rain;
everything today is painted grey;

and as for me - I shut my heart, alas;

and took that paint and washed my mind with grey...

Outside the window, just a pane away:

the eager soil, the leaves of plant and tree
bathe and sing and grow and shine with praise;
yet why do I not hear that song, in me?

more feeble I than plant or soil or tree;

I cannot even sing their humble praise;

why build a house against the water’s grace,

and leave my wizened heart dry, graceless, mean?

Better today would it have useful been

to be a raincloud; humble; generous;
free of grey thought that idly renders me
less than the least of servants of my God;

so make me grey as generous raincloud; clod
of saturated, grateful earth; write, rain;

shout, whisper, words of flowing gratitude;

on greying days, paint grey as purest joy;

and be again, that drenched and laughing boy..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Compliment Reflected

To praise the ‘generosity of soul’

in someone other - and that, to their face -
must be, to know that quality oneself;

and more, to be familiar in its use;

what splendour there of human character -
to link together these two noble words:

to recognise in others, one’s own soul;

and then, to see one’s generosity,

reflected in another’s qualities;
and then, to link the two as action seen,
joins mind, heart, soul, in generosity

in one that names and one that’s named, akin!

To show, and see, and praise, makes parity
in earth as is in heav’n: true charity.

Michael Shepherd
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I I A Conversation; Or, Dialectic

They walk down the passage,

enter the room,

as if called to some formal gathering
of honour to be bestowed;

humility and dignity together
make them beautiful; watchers
see this, feel this too.

Seated, they glance into each other’s eyes;
they barely know each other, yet

glance with the level, cool respect

of equality; and of precise love:

a love of what they treasure in themself
offered to another who is not other.

And they begin to talk about some mighty topic:
listen intently to the other; then

at the finish of each offering,

a pause as if the angels listen:

you can hear humility, dignity

in that sacred pause; and then

the other offers speech;

their eyes shine; the honour of this event
warms their blood almost to tears of truth.
The air around them turns to ether;

as if their very talk has purified the space;
the space where, as they talk,

it seems as though there’s one who listens..

They are explorers in an unknown land,

a new world where they listen to

their own speech as a new thing explained,
yet spoken as if always known;

nor is the air around them, private:

they could be that couple over there
in the tea-shop’s gentle buzz,
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so elevated, that at other tables,

teacup poised, politely covert glance

brings all the teashop’s visitors

into that place where love and knowledge meet.

The conversation reaches its appointed end,
which both recognise; some sublime honour
has been bestowed; and from within themselves;

rapt and yet surrendering,

they walk away through crowded streets, the air
around them, should you notice, breathes

humility and dignity. As if, accosted by any stranger,
they would continue that same conversation

on mountain, woodland, beach, or busy street;

in that place where love and knowledge meet.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Cummingsy Poemish In Praise Of A Poetry
Seminar

many ways
on Sattwadays
in which to praise

e.g. a rose -
in careful prose;
awe for better
or full worse

in poetry, unjust
in verse..

be it even
heartfelt curse
on mind,

to find

that when, all roses
come and gone,

a tension rested,
paused upon,

and though Observer
comes and goes,

a roseful's still

a noseful rose;

yet, all we met
together where
our somehow knew

a hereful ‘there’..

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 A Fine Morning On The Ivory Coast

This fine morning - sun through swaying palm trees,
the lap of waves heard distantly,
sunlight glinting on their sparkling lap-tops..

in cool rooms, breeze moving the curtains
like a seductive dancer,

a thousand hands of hope,

fingers of illusion,

tap out letters of beseechment

to the greater world

politely, generously, asking for support
to release for a substantial share
the huge but tied-up inheritance
of the late father who so sadly...

and hope springs eternal

as the gullible gulp and gasp
this fine sunny morning,
this funny-money morning
on the Ivory Coast

Michael Shepherd
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I I A Great Scientist

He was full of questions.

For others, he provided answers

that stunned their knowledge and their world;
for him, his answers were but springboards
for his further questions.

He was the humblest of agnostics,

the humblest too, of atheists:

in the absence of sure faith in answers,
he lived with faith in questions;

and lived in wonder - full of wonder at the laws
that unfolded to his curiosity;

an eternity of questions;

an eternity of wonder at the world;

and perhaps, the God he did not believe in,

smiled, and loved him as a true believer;

sharing the goodness, truth and beauty of the universe
as angels may; believing in the love of law,

as the God of questions and creation must.

Michael Shepherd
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1 I A Humble Poet, Or A Proud?

Three thousand haikai!
Teishitsu's second thoughts
left only thirty..

Michael Shepherd
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' 1 A Kyoto Garden In Spring

How wise
the cherry trees
to ignore the cameras!

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 A Little Donne, A Little Yeats

A heresome, theresome, gipsy mind;
a to-ward, froward heart;

her limbs thrown wild to air and wind,
she sings her skyclad art.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Measured Beauty: The Japanese Mind

Between the high grey residential block
and the busy, noisy Japanese street
there’s a small park: three tall trees

in @ broad bed of grey slate chips;

this autumn afternoon, the trees

have shed their golden-yellow leaves

over the grey ground; the gardener

has carefully brushed them with his wooden broom
off the chips, and into tidy golden rings

around the bases of the trees;

as if the leaves were gathered in some joyful ceremony
of gratitude, respect, and friendship; not farewell,
but time dissolved into a circled beauty;

the passers-by note this timeless act of worship;
share this with the others as they pass,

politely glancing towards strangers;

meeting, respectfully, not their eyes,

but, as leaves to trees, their heart.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Metaphysical Prayer

O You Who Are..

O You who, so they say, say
that You are me myself,
that I myself am You -

or Who does not, in truth, say that;
since You created me as You yourself,
brooking no division and no doubt...

then teach me, who am You yourself

to know myself; to know

that I indeed know this in deed; and to rejoice
in knowing that I know...

teach me to know, in stillness, that
which I already know
for You have known this in myself;

You who stand when I stand;
sit when I sit; even

think when I think - even

when my thinking is not Yours -

You who are where praise and prayer meet;
where prayer and praise are silence

and that silence, full of You..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Pencil Sketch Of Mozart

It's a snapshot, except

before the age of the camera
yet more of a decisive moment
than any posed painting;

as any photographer,

lighting director, would see,
he’s next to you, could be
round about the fifth row back
of the stalls;

looking so straight ahead
that it doesn’t seem to be
the stage box; and it must surely be
a grand theatre, the lighting’s strong

on his white neck-stock,

his powdered hair, even catching

the lower white of his focussed eye;
he all there, he’s all here, and
attentive as a critic; the opera,

as it surely is, is playing and engages
all his faculties; and yet

there’s an appreciation

holding his lips far from the

childish joke, the poverty, the family deaths,
or even from the unimaginable creation

of music that speaks of something

deep in human hearts, speaks

of something beyond the human heart.

He’s listening to the music

as if he’d never heard it before yet
you can see it’s all inside him, too -
whatever ‘inside’ means

to genius;

it's Mozart, there beside you
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as you sketch him; as the
music you’'re not watching
as you watch him and your pencil -

the music is telling you

what life’s about; and more.

Back to the sketch, with all the care you muster -
this will be the record for a thousand years

of watching Mozart listening

to the music of his self.

(revised)

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Poem For Coleman Barks, Daniel Ladinsky And
Robert Bly

Rumi, Haziz and Kabir
paused from drinking wine together

and saying how lucky they were
to meet each other at last

and said to me in a dream,
‘Those clever people who say

that our poems in translation
are nothing like the original

should shut their mouths and write
the same poem in the two languages

which they think they know so well...
we'll wait here for them...

here where poetry and wine
and fragrant roses and love

are One.’

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Poem's Prehistory

When the poem has at last

been brought to birth,

I rest, or stand, as both proud parents do,
blessed by the loving bed;

but I love too, the memory

of what brought being to this poem:

the seeming insignificant events of the day,

that neighboured with some memory;

that chimed with books half read;

which joined half-thoughts together like new-stringed white pearls,

and then spoke in some wordless tongue
and mental paintings without form
somewhere in mind;

and behind it all
the briefest flashes of the workings of the world...

and wonder; awe.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 A Poetic Grammar In Three Persons

Yesterday, I heard someone else dare to say your name...
but give you now with love, the heart that heard it.
Does God love every name so much?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Postmodern Explanation Of Poetry: For Mike Who
Asked

The brain and spinal cord
contain a hundred billion neuron cells
backed up by many more glial cells..

each neuron surrounded by its dendrons
like a tree’s inquisitive, hungry roots
or a seacreature’s gently waving fronds

making synapses, new connections
between what one cell holds, and another,
as a tree’s roots seek its heavenly nourishment in earth;

so that, each time two words of poetry,
put together for the first time by a poet
in just that way, strike your mind or heart,

one of those neurons cries silently ‘Aha! ’
as poetry’s roots and fingers touch its core;
two neurons now joined in holy bedrock..

and since our mind, some say, is but our store
of memories previously received,
then poetry enjoyed, remembered, builds our greater mind;

and all this, like the champions of the Olympics,
so appropriately named after that godly height,
might well be described by corny commentators as,

sheer poetry in motion...

Michael Shepherd
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ITARK

Such a fine morning sight -

all the species, not lining up

for extinction as they later were

but this time for preservation - a long line
patiently stretching into the distance

as far as mind could see

sometimes shifting quietly
from one leg to the other
or from four legs to three
or stretching a wing
hungry to fly - but where?

and one man blessed

radiant in his duty, awed

as that great ship expanded

a boundless mind of growing wood

and the naming...to what

did he listen, as the moo-moos

and the baa-baas and

the kraak-kraaks, bow-wows, miau-miaus
paused in front of him

for him to hear and name true nature;

the coo-coos already on the masthead;
the nightingale and song-thrush

quite unable to guess yet

at how Noah Knowall spoke their song..

and beyond the trampled mud around the gang-plank
the waters lapping audibly with

their own sacred name;

love that draws and binds and

love that flows;

here, love’s laws.

Michael Shepherd
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11 A Sad Tale Of Consumerism

I was born poor uneducated trailer trash;
worked myself up by my own efforts;
now I'm rich; but still inside, feel poor...

so last week, I celebrated wealth -
bought my first $20,000 Cartier watch...

now everyone who sees it, laughs...
I wonder why?

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 150



1 1 A Shared Secret

My smiling mind winks
at my heart,
reading the first line of your haiku

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Short One For Mary

Ah, those were golden days...

Don't look back, they say;

but if the memory brings a surge
of energy, and gratefulness,

and consciousness and joy,

and love that’s limitless -

what’s wrong with memory

that brings these present gifts?

Today’s now golden; limitless.

Michael Shepherd
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11 A Smile For Meena

It's like those Russian dolls:
inside the teenager
is the rebel;

inside the rebel
is the revolutionary;

inside the revolutionary
is the reformer.

Make us all proud.

Michael Shepherd
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11 A Sonnet In Soul's Eyes

If the soul had eyes unshadowed by

that restless fog that shorts my mortal stature;
eyes so bright with dazzling holy light

reflected pure from every living creature -

and if the soul were minded by itself

thus hearing every being that moves and lives
sing of its perfect greatness and its wealth,
give of itself as God forever gives -

and if the soul might always choose the best
unhindered by the tempting, ceaseless play
of magic new creation far from rest -

what then would be my Truth, my Life, my Way?

So may I dream - dream in God’s soul and mind;
so dream myself awake - this true to find..

[With boundless thanks to David Taylor for this thought first expressed in his
poem]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Stroke Of Insight

The therapist, accompanying her

on that first safari to the Laundromat,

as she gazed at coins that were meaningless,
said 'what’s one and one? "'

'What's a one? ' she replied;

and somewhere, at the back

of life’s circling cycle, wisdom met

with innocence, and cried and laughed...

Early in her recovery,

her brain’s left hemisphere yet to heal,

she could not speak her messages

and yet - both hemispheres collaborating - still
could sing them..

as perhaps, the angels know.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Teaspoonful Of Honey Makes...(A Viveku)

A bee, it's said, in its whole working life
brings to the hive a vast

treasure of obedience:

a teaspoon-full of honey.

The scholar, spooning honey from the jar
into his tea-cup,

pauses.

[A viveku ('we-way-koo') is an Indian-Japanese informal verse which carries an
awakening thought]

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 A Thanks For Visiting

When stillness
walked into the room
there was no need
to greet you

and when you left
and stillness stayed
there was no need

to say goodbye.

Michael Shepherd
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1'1 A Thief In One's Own House

‘To steal’, the sage declares, ‘is to take things
not given consciously with pleasure’.

Several times my eye has skimmed over this,
with thoughtless affirmation; then today
it hit me like a burst of consciousness.. for

yesterday the hairdresser made her regular visit
for which I'm enormously grateful; yet,
I resent her presence in the house:

sharply scorning all my attempts

at friendly small talk (what a payback

for those sessions of ‘Doing anything special
this weekend, Sir? ' ‘Going away this year? ’
which I in turn, used to resent..)

Last year she was happy to talk about her teenage son,
ice-hockey wizard; now she slaps any such questions
back in my face... " ‘ee’s at school now innee? ”

But now my resentment has been named:
hoping to treat every visitor as an honoured guest,
I feel instead a thief in my own house..

How different from the weekly visit of

Mr. Organic Fruit and Veg -

product of three different races, so he tells me -
whose smile lights up a week of days in memory..

Just suppose that we could choose to avoid
all those who do no more than exchange
their ‘goods and services’ without a smile..
who do not see their job as

‘giving consciously with pleasure’..

Gone the days of cheeky, chirpy,

cheerful, cocky Cockney ticket collectors
who turned a busload of passengers
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into a performance art.. giving
their service consciously with pleasure
and returned by all..

In my first philosophy class,

seeking to position myself as the class joker,

(in the days when ‘waking up’ was our first task)

I smugged this observation about being so ‘asleep’
that in the morning at the tube station,

I said thank you to the ticket machine...

Maybe I was onto something there.

So, a resolution; never now merely to ‘hand over’, but
to give consciously with pleasure..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Thought After Yeats

When youth was life and life was youth
and life was love and love was life,

I thought love came and went;

its coming, overwhelming; and its going,
death of spirit; then, as if

the wild white swans had flown away

and left the waters of the heart’s lake cold.

But now I know it’s not like that:

love that, guarded, never flies from here in heart
to where it will, may grow dark, cold and miserly;
ungiven every livelong day

it turns to rags and dry old bones,

confiscated in the heart.

Better now, be with those wild white swans
which on a dark cold icy winter’s day
gather at the water’s edge to stretch

for yesterday’s warm loaf still fresh;

then turn, swim, lift strong wings and fly
one knows not where, and may not ask;

watch them then, into the distance;

hear the flap of wings grow into silent air;

pause still a little while;

then turn, one’s living breath

white in that winter air;

then back to warmth of home and love and peat fire
glowing in the hearth of heart renewed.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Tribute To Philip Levine. For Hanque

Tenderness. It was forty-seven years ago
and Bernie Strempek and I were in this bar
in downtown Detroit watching this
beautiful second-rate jazz singer

and Bernie started to talk

about tenderness.

His father had abandoned this family of four
and so his mother worked nights

at Ford Rouge and she knew

Bernie wanted to become a poet

and she totally supported that.

Bernie was a guy of amazing smarts

who seemed almost too gentle

and delicate for this world

in which he did not long remain.

I didn’t know the word tenderness

but when Bernie talked of it

I thought wow, I could use some of that.

[From his conversations]

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 A Tribute To The Bbc 'Young Musician Of 2008'

This is what love
sounds like. This
is how you know
the heart is only ever one.

This boy, he’s twelve years old,
he’s standing on the platform
in the huge hall. He's simply
waiting to play himself to you.

The trombone is now a few inches
shorter than he is. When he started,
it was bigger than he was.

He begins to play, Can this sweetness

have come from this contraption?

If Pythagoras was lecturing tonight

on music, measure, the harmony of spheres,
he’d have brought his tape measure

in case we needed proof.

If giraffes could sing,

they would sing to this trombone,
knowing themselves beautiful like it,
knowing that they both know

where music comes from.

How far it goes.

The sound says,
purity sounds like this. Listen.

The sound says,

did you know that innocence

can contain the whole of wisdom?
Listen.

The sound says,

did you know that experience
can know itself in music?
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Listen.

The sound says,

I am music. This

Is what musicis. I am

all music in this moment.

If tears were joys, they
would sound like this.

If joys were tears, they
would both sound like this.

The sound says,
I was made for this.

Listen.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 A Writer's Last Block

This india-rubber

may outlast my warm pencil;
but, this autumn - friends!

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Act One Scene One: A Wood Near Athens

Spring sunlight filters through new leaves
in this wood near Athens;

the ozone of the sea not far away

livens the nostrils of the hopeful student
pausing in front of the marble columns.

The pause is a departure and an arrival:
there’s dust on his sandals;

he’s come from far away;

who knows how far?

How many times has his spirit
been washed by Lethe’s oblivion?
That forgetting which by grace
may lead to a remembering?

The student and the columns of the portico
shining white in their new marble in the sunlight,
both for a moment still; yet

in another world, the spirit of the student

and the spirit of the Academy itself

fly to meet each other;

the goddess, bare arms open,

greets her worshipper of truth.

We the Chorus, witnessing the beauty of this scene
indescribable; immortal; full of truth,

speak of the gods who watch eternally;

recall in measured words

Odysseus, returning to his homeland;

his mind, like his faithful dog,

waking to its long awaited master.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Afghanistan

He said, that Allah had cursed thrice Afghanistan;
cursed it with those curses, which all evil men
see as their life’s blessings:

first, He gave them the opium poppy:

so that if they chose, an easy wealth

would Kill their fellow men all round the world

with its addiction; which they themselves could claim
was not at all their fault..

and easy wealth would give them time

for Allah’s second curse: the manly thrill

of fighting and of killing; to pursue which,
one must invent an enemy; then,

an enemy invented, enemy he must become;
and so, the whole world now an enemy..

the third and the most dreadful curse
cannot be named or be described..
secret; awful; deadly; all-consuming:

hidden in the hearts of holy hypocrites.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 After Poetry-Reading (With Apologies To Robert
Frost)

My library door’s still open
with its invitations and its promises

and empty shelves waiting to be filled
and on the table two or three new books

yet unread; but I'm done with poetry-reading now.
I'm sleepy; I'm full of poetry;

smell of poetry; taste of poetry;
close to, you can hear me buzz..

I can’t get the sound of other poets
out of my head.

Sometimes it's envy; sometimes
just annoyance, like the sound

of the man next door with his buzz-saw;
and I can't help hearing, too,

the sound of postboy bringing yet more books
by other poets; the presses rumbling

with yet more poetry books to come..
some, I fear, they’ll ask me to ‘review’..

yes, I've had too much of what
I helped to start - that great harvest

of ‘American Poetry’ ten thousand thousand
graduates of college courses;

chapbooks, self-print, little mags, by the barrel-load
and so many bad apples to each barrel;

fruiting like sour crabs
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on the dead wood of faculty appointments;

how much wood can this woodchuck chuck,
amidst the woods and two paths’ luck?

jeez, I'm sleepy; feel a long sleep coming on;
the book I'm holding slides from my hands,

its pages turn without my turning them;
like you, my fingers, mind... frost-bitten.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 All Things Bright And Evolutionful

Even as we speak,
two mice who by chance
have stronger teeth than their siblings

are mating; and one day

their noble line will survive beyond all others
by eating through the thickest plastic

that you thought was safe from them:

such is the glory of evolution
which the righteous kneel before

as the wisdom of God,

Who built into His glorious Creation,
Chance; for it to survive, develop, flourish;
and also, threats appropriate

to provide a challenge.

To the godly mind, all things are God.
So check your larder;
or share that divine joke

with a wink at your nightly mouse.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 All-American Found Poem

“People say

I'll find a better guy,

but I'm starting to think that
everyone’s pretty much a mess.

We go through break-ups

in order to give us

time to breathe and

recover enough to deal with
another person’s bucket of shit.”

*x

[unashamedly stolen from a blog..]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 An Aside On The Vedanta Paribhasha Of
Dharmaraja Adhvarindra

A child with shining eyes,

eyes as alert as any wild creature
guarding its life; free as a human child
who’s loved and watched for,

walks along the beach. In the morning sun
shells, newly washed by the receding tide,
sparkle in the morning sun.

A distant sparkle, noted among many,
continues to sparkle. Bend down and pick it up,
sandy, a dropp of water held in perfect curve;

is it a shell, nacreous in many shades
as it’s lifted to the light, beautiful as if
the Creator had made it only at the dawn today?

or is it a silver dish from that liner that went down,
shaped as a shell, stamped SS Perpetua?

And is it silver-plated from the lower deck,

or solid silver from the first-class deck?

What does the child care? Seeing with

a child’s pure eye, that shell’'s more beautiful -
-tells more about the world - than any silversmith
could make?

Carrying whatever it is, the child returns to home;
shining eyes remind the parents of that time
when all the world spoke truth made visible

that knowledge, consciousness, and bliss

are what truth tells, and lives, and is.

[With smiling respect to Dr Kuntimaddi Sadananda,
who is conducting a learned disquisition on this text
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on the internet..]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 An Earthly Miracle

Sometimes, an earthly miracle
needs human mediation;

it's what creates our saints;
and what our saints create.

This story’s told of Abba Alonius,
known always to speak the truth:

One day a man, provoked beyond restraint
by ceaseless taunts and treachery,
murdered a man, within the Abba’s sight;

fled to the Abba’s cell, begging him,
‘Forgive me, Abba, in the sight of God,
before they hang me in the sight of men...’

Abba Alonius said,
that was not in his power..

The police came, asked that holy man,
‘Did this man murder in your sight? ’

The Abba said, all he could say
was that the man sought blessing in his cell..

the murderer looked astonished at that holy man,
who had for his sake, broken holy vow of truth;
and for one man'’s soul.. That soul

cried out to God, to redeem the holy Abba’s lie...
and in the instant, knew itself redeemed.

After the trial with no witness to the deed,
he sought the Abba, to know the holy truth:

And Abba said: ‘Better for me to express a lie,
and so, deliver your soul over to God unbound;
for God knows all.. Do what you can,

and leave the rest to God..’
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Michael Shepherd
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I 1 An Invited Visit To An Uninvited Play

Their apartment was ballroom-huge,
just off Park Avenue; they were
generous with their invitations;

we, happy to partake of their lavish lifestyle,
their buffet food, their wine, their décor...

for which, we paid in a grubby coinage:

from cocktails to liqueurs,

the captive audience for their literate, spotlight centered abuse
of one another.. the complicity of it all

made my fresh underwear feel dirty..

outside, after, in the street,
the rain came down;

how sweet the rain felt.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 An Islamic Poem For The 'Art In Action' Festival

All the marvels of creation
are gathered round laughing,

placing bets on
which one you’ll notice first.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 176



I 1 An Unprintable Reflection On The Current Diet Of
Spam

God as Intelligent Designer

made the banana

of a suitable length and girth

for ladies to consume without mirth.

Must we now consider
mouth-enhancement,

or other measures?

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 And For No Reason

and for no reason
I start to sing;

for no reason
I flick the duster
as if I'm in some song-and-dance act;

for no reason
I stop; sit down; fall silent;

for no reason

get up again; do something else
with a light heart;

for what has reason

to do with all this?

it always arrives just a moment too late
to enjoy such events.

[leaning on Hafiz’ poem of this title]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 And We, Three Kings..

Before they set out, met

to start their long hard journey from that East,
they knew their tasks, their gifts

to those whose very language, metaphor:

three gifts to speak of soul’s eternal life
about to be refreshed in human life:

gold for the soul’s first task,

resplendent in reflection of All that’s divine;

frankincense, for the soul’s gift to survey

All above and all below as One;

myrrh, that preserves the state and memory
of the passing body, servant of the soul;

these are on their way to Him; horsehooves

now ringing sharp on flint; now sighing into sand;
stars in a velvet winter night

telling of three dominions and cosmographies;

a fortnight’s journey yet to mark the lifetime,
waytime, truthtime, held
in tomorrow’s birth in scent of hay;

divine moment; that in human life must yet hold
an empty cave as tomb; a pile of clothes still warm;
dawnlight on the garden, reflected as from gold;

lingering, the scent of myrrh and frankincense.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Annunciation

Humility this day is

that she has passed all thought
in stillness; beyond waiting
rests her being.

Then like a lightning flash
without light, without sound;
micromoment of all presence that ever is,

in which she knows all that there is to know
beyond all thinking it; humility
and glory then the same.

Now no need for questioning:

she nor others; disbelievers; enemies;

herself, all that concerns her, now known fully;
she, now full of truth.

Later words may come;
as though there might be two in her humility;
she, now full of unity;

she lives the perfect prayer:

perfect come from perfect;

and when her time and time itself is ripe,
perfect shall be taken from that perfect;
and perfect will remain with her;

she, now full of god, of good;

who dares or dares not call her blest
save she herself; hands folded into lap,
head a little bowed, eyes down;

she now full of god, of good?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Another For Hanque

A poem is joined to everything,
hangs by a thought;

a poet is joined to everything,
hangs by a word;

wisdom’s joined to everything;
hang lightly, golden heart.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Antihaiku

This bright, silent moon
shines on me and also
Serbia; Iraq..

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 Are You Offended By The Word 'Offensive'? If So..

‘Cell-phone and sell’ is the new money-maker;
‘taking offence’ vicariously is the new morality...

switch on your mobile if you're near

any ‘celebrity’ — best of all, backstage

or nervous from the make-up room;

you may catch some phrase that’s not meant

for your ears; or a private word that causes offence
between two people, but privately;

then put it up on YouTube; sell it to the Sundays;

the world can share it; and shiver with righteous delight
in ‘taking offence’; maybe a reporter will catch you

in the street so you can add your shock-horror quota

to the public outrage at a private word..

oh for the days when the gusty breeze of humour

blew these words away; who remembers now,

when the nation revelled in ‘Love Thy Neighbour’ on the telly
and ‘nig-nog’ and ‘whitey’ were thrown about;

(When will they dare to broadcast a repeat?)

or even the days when ‘Paki-bashing’ drew attention

to our vicious prejudices; and we could feel genuine shame;
or the time when ‘niggardly’ was practically banned
because it sounded like an insult?

If we go on like this, being called a ‘Northerner’
will imply some insult; as would ‘Southerner’...

As the cannibal chief said when he popped

a tasty missionary into the curried (oops, sorry..) stew:
‘It’s all a matter of social context, Rev...it's

nothing personal...

And whatever you're called when you’re grown-up -
remember: it never hurts like those playground names...
or worse, nick-names that stuck for years...

from those of your own age, who
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yesterday or tomorrow, might again be chums..?

Somewhere in Australia at this very moment

someone called Murdoch is calling someone just like me or you
a ‘whinging Pom’...remind me to take offence, would you?

Then I'll sound off to the Sun...

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 As Parents To Our Parents

They never teach you this at school;
they'll try to teach you reading, writing, 'rithmetic
in their own instructed ways;

but now, if anyone suggested it, there'd be howls
about the impertinence, the interference,
the rights, the dangers of this and that -

but all the same, they never teach you:
how to get on with your parents.

Oh there are books and books and books

telling your parents how to look after you, but hey!
there are two parties here! Mom and Dad

can ask their own parents (sometimes - because they
were in the same situation as you are now and so,
reckon they can do a better job...) but

who can you, ask?

Philip Larkin told us memorably that

'they f*** you up, your Mum and Dad’,

which may not be the case for all of us;

Hindus have their own stern answer to this question:
you chose them, in effect, as the result

of your behaviour in your previous life...so there,
work with that, kiddo, could be

the making of you...stop blaming it all on them!

So there you are, in this heated cauldron of love and hate, or
like sharp stones shaken in this bag called family

until the rough edges wear (each other) away and
those smooth round pebbles roll out to the world...

but perhaps a little help wouldn't hurt?

I was exactly four and a half when I told the truth about something,
since I didn't know any other way; and as my parents' voices

rose in argument about 'knowing what was best for me',

(I remember the moment now, so clear) I turned my back

on this so painful sound, faced the 'wireless' on the chest of drawers,
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and decided there and then

that grown-ups made such a fuss when you told the truth

that it would be better not to - at least, until

they grew up a bit... and there, went half a lifetime

of prevarication, dodging the question, fantasy: never tell the truth
until you're sure they really, really want to hear it...

Then when I was eleven or thereabouts

(and again, I remember exactly where I was standing

at the time - the bottom of the stairs)

the solemn thought 'entered my head":

that in some way I knew but couldn't quite explain,

I was in the position, had some duty,

to take care, in some thoughtful way, of the minds of those
my parents...

But they didn't teach that at my school.

love, I knew all about; but

parents? Aren't they strange? They try so hard, too...
and no, I don 't need 'counselling’, thanks -

I'd rather keep it in the family. All I'm asking

is, a few lessons, maybe? I'd even do

the homework.

XXX love you both XXX

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 186



I I Aunt Jess

Our 'Aunt’ Jess died just days ago; her partner phoned last night;
the funeral was private, perhaps for reasons which

we now might guess; a village can be peaceful,

but that's no guarantee they'll be accepted -

those too full of life to be discreet.

So, rest in peace, we say and mean;

most of us, thank God, not knowing un-peace in

its most extreme;

and now we'll never know the story which she only partly told
and which I could not bear to probe,

that night when she and I, then younger, talked about

that topic which some tiptoe gingerly around,

some leave unsaid. And why, I asked,

did someone tell me that she'd changed her name

eight times when still a child?

Some live lives so livid red

that perhaps they're best not told; or if they are,

then carefully. In '44, towards the end of 'Hitler's war',
great bands of Jews from Eastern Europe,

from the camps, or outhouses of village farms,

cellars, sewers, God knows where, set out together from the East
ahead of those advancing Russian tanks,

and through the very heart - if that's the word -

of Germany; by night; and gathering on route

just like some ragged snowball, groups of the unidentified
and paperless; but soon too many souls there

not to draw a sentry's eye. Of that exhausted day

in Christian church when only she survived - and why -
you'd not believe, and I'll not tell.

So she, long orphaned, finally arrived,

and though few knew it, became a live memorial

to the eight families who, over the years,

had shielded her 'our child'. Destined, it seems, to live;
as lively aunt to child as anyone could wish.

And when I'd heard from others close,
and gently guessed, more from her silences,
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just what she'd suffered 'at the hands of men' -
so choice a phrase - or how survived,

I could not be surprised she chose to live

at ease with lover of her kind.. Aunt Jess,
should I be sorry that I didn't ask you more?

I did not like to pry; and you

so needed to get on with life.

So yes, Aunt Jess:
please rest in peace.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Autumnal Thought

Were I a maple,
people would flock to see me
radiant in old age.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Barely Rhymed Sonnet: Love And Law

The universe, a single act of love,

it's said; and ever so, then, must remain;

is never other; has no place for hate,

save in the minds and hearts of less than men..

the universe, a single, lawful law;

from which all laws emerge, as reason does;
emerge as justice, in those laws observed;
and known and lived, a promise of true bliss;

may we, then, share a single, wholesome view
in which the love of law, and law of love
rest warm in heart and bright in eye and mind,

and meet to know this mercy from above?

Thus live as the Creator’s mind - a prayer
I barely dare; yet hope That heart to share..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Be Clay

Don’t be half-hearted about this -
be clay.

You know all about clay -
be clay.

Humble, submissive, reverent -
awaiting the Potter’s hands.

Enjoy that humility, that surrender -
feel already so near God.

Now the wheel begins to turn -
the Potter is here!

Feel His hands - the more you feel them,
the more you know the love in them.

Now you’'re being shaped:
turned on the wheel like a dervish turns,

you're becoming like that tall column of stillness,
rising from the centre of the whirling skirt;

still; in the memory of the Potter’s hands;
you recognise yourself who waited for you.

[leaning on the poems of Hafiz]

Michael Shepherd
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11 Be, Here, Now

‘The camera does not lie’;
yet the truth rests in yourself..

Here's this photo of one, said
by those who know, to be a saint;

(no one to say smile now please;
no one to say just say cheese..)

here is one who knows that all and everything
is God; so looks into the camera and beyond

and at all of us, and at all of all of us
as God; in goodwill; Godwill;

looking Lordward to the Lord in you and me.
Who can value such a photoed shakti..

shower of grace in just one smile
from one who gives all of himself,

to the camera as the God in us; ‘developed’, multiplied
towards infinity, and rolled around a printing press,

flashed in binary upon computer screen.
We as we look at it become all truth

and like the camera, cannot lie
about ourself: we are perfection.

Before the camera was,
I AM. click.

[www. > Great Sages > Saints of Recent Times > Neem Karoli Baba]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Being The Monna Lisa. Exclusive.

If you think it would be fun to be famous,
sit in for me for a day. And be cured.

Fame...builds you up
then drains you.

‘Celebrity’ - the very word
has built-in obsolescence..

then you have to appear in
cheap TV shows to keep it up..

At least back in Milan
we knew what mattered and what didn't.

So I sit here all day, have my eyes damaged
by cell-phone flash;

but worst of all - the faces;
gawping gormless.

At least when you're a film star
you know what they want from you:

your fame, your handsomeness, your beauty,
your wealth, your power over men or women;

with me, they don’t know what they want:
who wants a mysterious smile for themselves?

I'm just a package with the Eiffel Tower;
the Taj Mahal of France.

Faces, idiot faces. All day long.
I'm drained by evening, long for pasta.

If Len were still around, I'd ask
to have him paint dark glasses on.
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And BTW, I didn’t look like this
when he first painted me..

all the first mothers in Milan
knew exactly what was on my mind

all those hours in the studio; yes,
the rest was nice during pregnancy;

you think of how it’s going to be;
your hopes for him.. or her..; how it will turn out;

how stable the Italian state will be;
who’ll be ruling Milan then..

every pregnant girl knows
exactly what my smile meant;

but after all these years of being stared at, it's gone
sad; withdrawn; but half-forgiving -

it means - I've had enough...
steal me, someone! Len, love -

for holy Botox’ sake -
give me a nip-and-tuck..

the price of fame was ever
far too high; and you may quote me.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Being, Here, Now

First, I gave up asking, Why?
for I was never told the truth;
now I live in whylessness;

then I gave up asking, How?
for they said, best find out for yourself;
now I live in howlessness;

then I gave up asking, When?
for they said, who can be sure?
now I live in whenlessness;

then I gave up asking, Where?
for they said, where is it not?
now I live in wherelessness;

then I gave up asking, Who?
for they said, first know yourself;

now I live in wholessness;

and now I live without these questions,
the answers run toward me;

now I am more here and now, and
elsewhereness near gone;

for elsewhere’s here and now, I find;
and Other’s really One.

[leaning on Rumi]

Michael Shepherd
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1 | Belovéd Victims Of Themself

There are those who, for
the deepest reasons even they forget,

offer themselves upon the altar
of the three afflictions:

body, mind and heart: suffer
everything that they can find;

and strangely, yet we love them;
do what we can; fail; sigh;

and start afresh — as they,
bruised, self-tortured, in that cause

which we can only hope one day
that they themselves - if they survive -

may realise in a burst of glory:
long-awaited, pent-up glory:

dissolve, surrender with a relief
as great as friendship, as the human race,

into the love we always had for them
which is as nothing, to the love

which they at last discover that they have
for their immortal self. Yes, how much we love them

beyond all reason; seeing ourselves in them;
loving love; as ever love calls us to do.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 196



I 1 Bier Is Rest

Friends, in the name of God,
dig my grave just behind the pub

next to the sewer pipe;

so I might hear in the morning
the casks delivered in the yard
and in the evening

the waters of contentment.

(Paraphrased from an Arab poem of the 8th century)

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Birthright, Giftright

Look at it this way for a moment,
if it please you:

those horoscopes (Dad

called them *horror-scopes’)
which we may read with mingled
emotions, hopes, resentments;

seeing fatalism imposed on us,
rather than a challenge -
suppose them, not as limitations
laid on this unwilling innocent...

but rather, that at very moment

inside, outside, passing time,

and in that very place,

the balance of the cosmos - that, so exquisite,
that we may never know the microscopic detail
of its — Love’s — magnitude;

that balance needed such as, exactly,
and uniquely, you - yes, you -

you, beyond any self-imposed

limits such as guilt, regret,

duties assumed, reproach or failure,
roles adopted, status sought; or those
demands of others to which to comply -

to play that role the cosmos needs of you -

and as the ancients say, not Fate but glorious Necessity..
to dance, to sing, to glide, to sail, to fly

through life; life asking nothing more of you -

oh bliss beyond belief -

than that you let your light

so shine before all men...and... just be...

just be, and gloriously, yourself..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Business And Busyness

‘I'm very busy at the moment; but
I'll look forward to reading your message
when I have more time...

yeah yeah...

oh you ‘busy’ ones -
I'm on to you...

tell me that it’s not because

you're ‘busily’ maintaining

a self-important picture of yourself-
(a picture based on fear?):

tell me that it’s not because

it's your deceitful way to ‘prioritise’
what you want to give yourself to,
and that which you don't...

‘Occupied’; ‘constantly active’ -
that sounds a little better,

a little more impersonal -
there’s hope for you...

But don’t we all love -

love them, even before we meet -

those (you know them?)

who seem, miraculously, to ‘have time’

for everyone - by appointment; or in emergency;

how do they manage it? Can it be,
they know the measures of the human heart

that make of time and space this lovely art?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Candlelight

So many bees, who know so much
that only bees can tell,

gave their life’s devotion

to this single source of light;

silent whisper for your attention
to what it has to tell your sight,

before its substance burns, returns
into the upper air...

gently burns on altar, or scented in the bathroom’s grace;
or here in front of you, gentle hypnotist

for the wandering mind;

to which it has so much to tell..

tells of humility; gently burning
in a stable, before a birth;

tells of loving-kindness; gives itself,
yet asks for nothing but to be itself;

tells of worship: worship, first, of what the bees are;
and here in this honey-coloured form

is their own worship;

waxing silent in murmured devotion;

warming miraculously, into liquid wax;
only love can be so liquid;
only love can reach so far;

liquid, warmed into this present light:
the candle’s flame you know so well

yet cannot shape or hold;

already, candle hints to you
that there is that beyond all sense:

for round its light, air’s gently warmed:
drawing the flame itself into the invisible above
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like the soul that’s yearning for its homeland;

and beyond, within, that air you cannot see
unless it moves some other thing,

it lights the space - space which is not
bathroom, altar; but all space;

candle tells you of all that;
draws the mind with steady, silent truth
to all creation in a single flame;

flame that asks for naught of you

but your attention; which it will reward
by telling you in stillness,

what you worship in yourself;

the light of self, that shines before all men
and glorifies its maker

like a gentle flame that cannot be put out.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Carol For Advent

‘As the sun that shines through glass,
so Jesus in his mother was; '

as a babe in cot be laid,
so was He in Mary made;

as ripe fruit in basket laden,
so He ripened in a maiden;

as the scriptures long foretold,
so He came at midnight cold;

as the world wakes to warm dawn,
for the world, was Jesus born;

as God’s message comes to earth,
so He came in human birth;

as the truth has its own sound,
so His Word is spread around;

as wise men are first to know,
so tell all men, it is so:

as the smile upon God'’s face,
so He brings us heaven’s grace;

as our hearts are warmed by love,
as our minds are stilled by peace,
so we know the heavens above;

so we know our own soul’s bliss;

as the sun that lights our days,
cradled in each heart He lays.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 C-Day Minus X

In the days (and who
dare count them?) before
The First Day of Creation (Official)

God spent some time (though
of course, to Him, timeless..)
allowing for eventualities:

and devised a plan whereby

the Unbounded should be presented
in Creation as The Absolute Maximum
which He planned to be identical to
The Absolute Minimum...

chuckling to Himself (Who else?) ,
‘That'll keep those atheist scientists
occupied... though of course

the philosophers and priests may have
their work cut out... but then,

that could be beneficial...’

All that now remained (I'm told)

for God (who's infinitely generous,

yet loves the economical)

to package this in the most practical form...

not — as I'm sure you’ll realise -
an easy task, given His boundless nature...

so — allowing for the inevitable compromise -
stuffed it all into a Revelation suitcase

called the cosmos... sighed; anticipated problems;
but saw that it was - given the circumstances -
good;

waited for His image, Man, to call it

The Cosmos; and watches with benevolent smile
as men explain it all to one another..
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[With acknowledgements to Saint Nicholas of Cusa,
who spotted some of this..]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Celebrating Philip Larkin

He looks out at you from the photograph
or rather, doesn’t: eyes wide but blank,
thick lenses would place your image

in a plane you don’t inhabit;

like a fish that in an aquarium

suddenly swims direct toward you
stopping at the glass to stare a moment:
was there a meeting? What

are you to the fish?

So, nothing. Then next day,

he’s propping his bike against the wall,
bending down to take off his cycle clips;
caught so close, you exchange

English noises: the weather,

a joke or was it, delivered deadpan:
but the sound of him stays with you:
melancholy and yet celebrating

the confidence in being ordinary.

Then next day, the poetry:

starts matter-of-fact, regretful,

doesn’t miss a thing around him,

sharp eyes hiding behind pebble lenses: then,
dives with us into the sea of greatness:

calls us, reels us in, enslaves the heart

with voice that speaks beyond all melancholy;
haunted by the completeness of eternity.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Celebrating Spring

The tiny white violets from the field
limp and sad in the cut-glass vase -
good luck or bad luck?

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 206



I 1 Climate Change

I wrote a poem on the wind
with raindrops in my hand
and heard a forest sigh in pain
in Amazon's deep land.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Clothes Moth

This tiny moth

eating the jacket I no longer wear
is my teacher in the Tao

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 Cloud Of Unknowing

How strange it is — and yet, why should it be? -
that all things seem to live most unaware

of that which gives them life itself to live;

so see the All as always everywhere?

yet from the jungle, or a city’s heart,

the sound of praise does not unceasing rise;
and we may tread a springtime’s flowered field
and hear no coloured choir of grateful cries..

why has our Lord Creator set it thus,

and hid His love from His created things?

What might He ask from us, in this great game,
that once again may hear the song He sings?

His are all powers; and yet, He chooses these
above so many other powers to wield:

that with one hand, His bounty He conceals;

yet with the other, all His All reveals...

Children, laughing, play at hide-and-seek;

act out the semblance of this mighty game

which some may never play; for some, life’s work;

what then, our part? To seek His playful aim?

Michael Shepherd
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I I Commentator Steams Through To Gold In Banality
Final

If he really wants to win this title
he’s got to really work at it in this race:
is he hungry enough?

this is what all those years of training
have been all about:

keep to your race plan,

but remember, on the day,

anything can happen..

they’re off.. he had a good start;

now he’s pumping those legs,
pushing down with the right leg,

then the left leg hard into the ground,
then the right leg again...

He'll know that if he doesn't get the gold medal
it'll only be a silver..

he’s hurting all over now,

pumping the oxygen through his lungs,
going all out;

he’s coming through the field;

has he gone too early?

he’s got questions to answer,

this race is asking big questions of him;

he’s ahead now. He'll be pleased with that;
if he loses now, he won't be pleased with that;

tell the folks out there,
how pleased are you to have won?

‘fantastic - amazing - incredible - over the moon’

tell me, how sorry would you have been
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if you hadn’t won?
Not a record time, but
he’ll be pleased with that;

tell me, what are your plans for twenty twelve?

now back to the studio for news of
other events like failure and stuff.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Consumed By Love

Thanks to the hundreds of you who daily
are so eager to enhance my life

and that of my partner

with pills and extensions

giving night-long passion -

now, do you have a cure
for arriving at the office in the morning

exhausted?

It's a tale of two sacks -
hit the sack, or get the sack...

Michael Shepherd
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11 Coo Coo Coo

The lazy cuckoo
dies after eight thousand calls -
the gods are counting.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Daphne

She has... had... (which

is the more appropriate word
for those who live on so lively
in one’s human memory? ...)

that grace of spirit which you'll know
from reading, seeing acted out,

let’s say, Jane Austen:

at once as serious about life

as any thinker; yet as light-hearted
as she danced life’s play, that

to meet her, was to dance along
with her pure spirit..

a golden girl; I remember her

reading aloud Jane Austen’s letters,
Fanny Burney’s diaries, as if

she and we were living them together;
Shakespeare surely met her like..

she pretended to the belief

(eyes laughing, daring you to disagree..)

that ‘humour’ derives from ‘guna’...

and, she lived it; her soul, deeply serious;

her spirit, dancing to a merry tune;

acting out the play of life; speaking to the heart...

such are the lives that touch our own,
bless them, light them, lighten them;
may I share this memory of her? *

MS

*[guna: in Hinduism, the three ‘qualities’ of
all true goodness; activity; and rest;
continually swaying and swinging

the play of Creation with their imbalance
from first to last]
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Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Darshana

Who looks to whom?
And who looked first?

Everything that has direction
has its contraflow.

The ikon whose golden frame you gently touch
painted its painter so that it might look within you.

That white-bearded man whose photo
you just glanced at, was photographed
by the Ganges’ snowy swirling waters

to be there to bless your eyes, to smile your mind.

For you who arrived, hot, dusty, saddle-sore,
the saint has waited patiently to see you become him.

For you, the whole world awaits
with answers to your questions yet to ask.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Delphi, C.430 Bce

She saw them coming, that rainy day;
popped her head out of the cave,
saw them trudging sandalled up the hillside;

being an oracle, she knew all the answers;
but had to guess the questions, or wait

to see what stupidity or conceit

framed their speech;

upmarket bunch, this lot; not the usual
money market slickers whom
it was a pleasure to turn away..

Chaerophon addressed her:

was there any man who was wiser
than Socrates? She sighed inwardly;
always their leading questions

gave them away..

tell them what they want to hear..
she did the smoke thing, but
the rain spoiled the trick;

a theatrical pause always gives
better value, a certain weight..
no, she said at length, no man
is wiser than Socrates..

swiftly satisfied, they turned away;
did not hear her add,
‘but his wife is wiser...’

typical men... but she chuckled to herself
ironically, remembering what

her father said when she told him

she wanted to be an oracle when she grew up:

‘Men think they know... but women
think they know better...” Dad
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spoke truer than he knew -
in her case.

She gathered her robe
around her; checked the time;
caves are OK, have a certain drama;

but temples, she thought, are friendlier..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Dem Postal Non-Delivery Blue-Hoos..

Parcel lost in post!
fortunate to be alive
and live without it..

Michael Shepherd
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I | Dementia Remembered

Before dementia, with its cruel mercy
freed her from those golden bonds

of obligations and relationships

(the chilling question, and so carefully expressed
during the morning wash and powdering,

‘are we... related...?)

she’d carefully destroyed

all the photos of her family;

while leaving all her husband’s...

what did that mean, to that so loving daughter...?
What shames can those who love, so cherish

as some further goad?

But she forgot, now that she slept downstairs
the photo of the grandfather whom I never met
(he died too early, of dread ‘cotton lung’):

flat, at the bottom of her dressing-table drawer..

he in full Freemason’s aproned proud regalia
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of Hope Lodge nearby Hope Street; nearby hope...

So now, he, on the wardrobe top

and I flat on the bed

gaze at each other in unshaped relationship

with our two views of her; so totally at odds;

except, except, for love;

she, immortal like that holy Maid herself,

girl-mother in our shared sweet thoughts;

out of mind but never out of mind.

Michael Shepherd
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I | Demonstration Haiku For Mike Who Asked

Dusk on autumn brown -
where does this sadness come from?
Freed leaves, dancing home..

[some of the (too many) self-appointed authorities believe that a haiku should
contain a 'surprise' element, or as the Germans say, 'the Aha! experience', plus
the usual 5-7-5 syllables and season and time of day identified..]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Diamond

OK, be cynical - say,

why, it's only a piece of dead wood
that found itself trapped when

the earth’s crust heaved a sigh...

be cynical - say,

it didn’t ask for you to

dig it up - buried there
recovering from the shock...

be cynical - say,
anyway, it looked like a pebble then
until a man so cleverly polished it..

be cynical - say,
it’s nothing of itself - all it does
is to reflect the light that’s always all around..

be cynical - say,

we’d only value it as a piece of glass,

if smart guys didn't fix it for them to seem rare,
and silly girls say, look, it proves he loves me...

now just look at this diamond..
what use is your mind
when your eye and your heart

get on so well without it?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Dick Fozard's Wartime Navy Knife

I'm not one for mementoes — Grandma

in sepia, pie-crust necked and pleated blouse,

expressionless amidst her dressed-up, mixed-up brood; chic aunt
with that hundred-watt smile which clicked

off, the instant the shutter clicked...but now

I'm holding this kitchen knife.

It's got a triangular blade to allow

for that quick chop-chop of the trained cook

or kitchen-hand; black, dulled ebonite handle;

and although it’'s made in Sheffield,

by ,1943, it’s not stainless steel

but stained iron; sharp, but not too dangerous

when used in the cook’s galley of a hungry ship of the unslept
that’s simultaneously zigzagging to avoid torpedoes

and kamikaze dive-bombers, while buffeting through

the South China Seas. The * broad arrow’

stamped on it — as once used to pattern convicts' clothes -
here means, that it was wartime issue.

Dick trained as artist and lithographer’s apprentice

just in time not to hone his talents when called up

to fight the Japs in that nasty, ruthless end-campaign

when Europe had declared peace, but not Japan.

He wouldn't talk of it; and when a few years back

someone saw and remembered him from then, he

shook hands warmly, said little, left it to the other jacktar

to tell the story when he’d gone. And went back to find himself again,
walking the Yorkshire hills and dales with rucksack, pipe, a crust,
an onion, cheese, cut I guess with this same knife, and

missing nothing with his artist’s vision;

beyond solitude; content; complete.

He never really used his part-developed skills again
except to teach, with few words but with superb craftsman’s care,

leaving a trail of devoted pupils: ‘He taught me all I know’.

Only those, perhaps, who know war,
can know peace in this way, asking nothing; to know him
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(but careful not to question)  was to know a little of that peace
deep within the sea of himself, the sea
which holds so many souls.

When he moved on, as he often did,

he left his knife. I use it every day,

remembering this man who was just one

who knew, lived, war, quietly guarding his memories
of pain with love, of love with pain.

I sharpen it, like a memory

I do not have. Like one who prays

devoutly, to that unknown god

of war; who may, in ways we cannot understand,
guard such souls.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Donald Rumsfeld Meets William Wordsworth

There’s what we remember we remember
and there’s what we forget;

then there’s what we remember

that we’ve forgotten;

and there’s what we’ve forgotten

that we used to remember;

and there’s what we’ve forgotten

that we’ve forgotten.

There’s a poem there somewhere
now I've got that far.

Dammit, I'll go for a walk
now the daffodils are out.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Dreaming Reality

In a dream that shone last night
washed with a clear sweet tenderness
I walked a paradise I knew

and I remembered happiness:

in @ presence without end
and in a space where all stays free
I walked complete as my true self

and happiness remembered me.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Duet For Heaven And Earth

Cicada at dusk -
do you know how sweetly sing
the stars, with your voice?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 East Meets West Where Wisdom Rests

Reason tells us that the One Above
veils His Creation but from tender love;

His magic all around plays hide-and-seek;
so shall we praise? or let our silence speak?

our heart is His; the One in Many, He:
be still, and know all bliss; all constancy.

Michael Shepherd
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I | Easter Saturday

Today is the day after;
after blackness, what?

yesterday, black present filled the mind;
today, not even light on blackness..

a day not on the calendar;
an empty diary entry;

faith smaller than a mustard seed;
hope an untilled field.

This is what a present with
no future feels like;

the mercy only
that there is a present;

among the closest, the rumour
of a promise so ethereal

it has no shape or form
to build into new faith, no hope;

not even waiting, when
there may be nothing for to wait;

a day out of time; wrap around you
the thin silk of love;

be still; surrender everything
and find a peace beyond all promises;

today, there is no tomorrow;
if you have hope, then hope;

if you have prayer, then pray and pray;
perhaps tomorrow’s born today.
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Michael Shepherd
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I'1 Eh? !

Going deaf

is such a curse.

Yet my listening's better -
'‘cos my hearing is worse.

Will it improve

my writing verse

if my listening's better
though my hearing is worse?

But, on the bright side - I'm
truth's creditor, not debtor:
my hearing's worse

but my listening is better...

Michael Shepherd
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I I Emily Dickinson Takes A Poetry Course

Dear Ms Dickinson: I've just received

your amusing little trifle,

'Faith is a fine invention'

as your first week's homework on this course..

and hope that as your designated docent
(you may of course request a change..)
we may establish a relationship

that’s full of * mellow fruitfulness’ - as
John Keats (1795-1821) would put it..

First, may I say that it's more interesting

for the reader, not to use the first line

of your poem —especially one so short -

as the title...something more intriguing perhaps?
such as - in this case, ‘Natural Science’?

I have a feeling that you have within you

much more to say on this theme

(already well covered by the poets, did you know?)
than this whimsical - if pertinent - short verse...

Thus it’s best for the poet as beginner

not to attempt the succinct ‘apercu’

(I hope you understand a little French?)

of such as our more resonant senior 'gentlemen’'.....

I do question the use of ‘invention’
in the first line; however,

I think I detect a hint of emulating
William Blake’s poetic stance here?

Now, in these days of sexual equality

it would be best, I think,

not to use ‘Gentlemen’... are there not
lady biologists and preachers? ...

and we don’t now use those capital letters
so beloved of our German poets...
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Your setting-off of science against religion

is alas, so easily overdone; especially

in the context of so short a verse.. and
‘Microscopes are prudent’ is, I have to say,

not the most evocative of phrases; even though
poetic compaction is a worthy aim...

Nor is it clear what ‘Emergency’ it is, to which
you might refer — microscopes are, I feel,
an image of less urgent study?

However, Miss Dickinson, I suspect
that you have a confident personal voice
which we shall hope to bring out?

I shall not discuss the other verse

which you include: its punctuation

of unseemly dashes reads so breathless
that one may hardly bestow the designation
‘poesy’ upon it..

However I look forward to your next week’s
homework, Miss Dickinson — may I suggest
something a little longer for your next
poetic venture? There are many themes
out there, even for the

single lady? Yrs, E. Doolittle BA (Hons)

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Emily Dickinson Transcends

this - yet, seeing this -

the knowing, 'not this' - yet -
this knowing seeing -

That!

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 English Teacher

bumped into my grandson's English teacher yesterday

at the football, and in between shouting like teenagers

I moaned about the state of A's Eng. Lit. not to mention Eng. Lang. -
you know, you've heard it all before... in my day.....never regretted....
he agreed, but said go easy on the lad he's only thirteen

they all want to be fifteen and grown up at that age,

they can't be seen by their peer-group to be 'for' anything too much
so they ridicule everything, it's either pretentious crap if it's modern
or stupid ancient crap if it's more than a generation ago...

they even call Shakespeare a sad loser until

someone says he wrote the screenplay for that film

though they're fascinated by the idea that Marlowe

was a spy as well as a crap writer not that they've read him anyway

but you know what he said

put them up on stage in the annual Shakespeare and make them
speak his lines, and they'll never forget it,

they'll not say anything about it to me except in private but
they'll remember it to their dying day it's things like that

he said that keep me in this bloody job.

(revisited)

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Enthusiasm's Promise

You've heard it said;
it sounds just great -
as well it might..

so now there’s just the matter
of our really-truly believing it; of
living up to it..

The divine world and
all its beings rest, reside, it's said,
in each individual, as in the universe;

not remote - unless they remain
locked beyond forbidding heavy door of ego;

not sternly aloof - but ready

to offer in abundance, lawfully

to the lawful, whatever might be necessary;
it's said they cannot lawfully resist;

are eager; smiling, running, to our voice...

what might they be thinking,
murmuring amongst themselves,

as they await the sound of rusty key
in rusty lock... to burst out and do
what the gods shall do; bring,

along with their vast divine forces,
that bonus, which is unimaginable
until it manifests; a glory

as of rising and of setting suns

and all that lies beyond..

It's said, that first

they test our courage

in daring to pursue their path;
test our conviction that
they’re there to call upon;
test our intelligence

in how we go about it;
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then - as Goethe told us

centuries ago: the gods, as Providence,

pour upon us means, events,

assistance past all dreams of human thought:

this, the Good within has vowed to us.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Everyone A Prince Growing Toward A King

To live is to be slowly born’ -

what a simple and refreshing view
familiar to a born devout Hindu;

yet spoken by Saint-Exupery,

who saw his little prince become so great..

how wonderful are common words

shaking the common out of us;

growing nobly into our true self; so that
arguments about rebirth take second place..
where the future is all full of golden promise
as we become acquainted with ourself;
what matter, then, if it be iron age or gold?

Walk around now, in this cornfield of the soul:

see as a meadow sees: for all around

are seeds now human growings, watered into life with love,
growing into themselves, all golden-ripe;

Traherne’s immortal golden wheat: remembered as a child
into the memory of a man; to immortality;

the heaven of ourselves, becoming clear within;

and maybe then, some few among that meadow crowd
may catch your eye; and in that youthful light

may grow a little in their own true sight.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Execution Before Judgment

The fly wringing its hands on the plate -

is it anticipation, or cleanliness, or shame?
Too late..

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 Film Clip

She sat alone in the bus shelter
playing with a rubber band
between the fingers of each hand

and singing quietly to herself
everything I do

I do because of you

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 For Those In Mind

Death

is too late for grief.

If we had celebrated their living

knowing that grief would surely come

then grief would have a place;

death

is too late for grief.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 For Vasant Kothari

Every funeral, cremation, and its rites
may have its grief; yet too,

its celebration of a life well lived;

and call out, too, self-dedication’s vow:

as the crowd of living witness

quietly leave and share their murmured words,
this vow ever calls to me: to celebrate the living:
celebrate them just as if it were

their - our - last day on earth:

celebrate and praise unstintingly;
encourage and enthuse and aid;

form their virtues in the mind and
speak them loud - as if

these whom we praise, were unaware
of their own virtues..

celebrate the living, and their life
shall celebrate the praisers in its life..

Vasant, your sweet, contained humility
hid from strangers, showed your friends,
what you were; and, who we are;

I hope your spirit (which, I'd like to think,
inspired me to the sounds beyond these words)
approves, accepts - in the eternal present tense -

these thoughts of you.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 For... They'LI Know Who They Are

If only love were finally, enough -
then you’d have no more fears:

look here, and listen: we have love
enough for you; and more; and more;

but how to prove that love’s indeed enough
beyond all doubts? Bring on the opposites;

try and test in fire and whirlwind, ice and storm,
that love alone remains;

for only when the chips are down

will love reveal, just what love really is:

containing every opposite that seems to rule the world:

fierce tenderness; and ruthless mercy; hate that only love creates;
love like we've never thought it; love, unendingly, enough.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Forgiveness

Running over the morning checklist -
magnanimity; forgiveness; simplicity of life;
compassion; contentment; truthfulness...

still, that reluctance, to forgive ‘them’...
however, questions put from heart to self
call out self-answer:

since we cling to that ‘otherness’
of others, we prohibit the oneness of ourself..

ego lies so close, so close to self,
as if it hides in self’'s own shadow;

it is ego that will never quite forgive itself!
since ego clings with desperation
to the life it steals from life; so -

for give: for otherness,
give unity.. oh why
is something just so simple,

just so difficult?

Yet with the message,
warm its smile..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Friends In Disguise - To Rilke

Not the sad face of sadness;

not its weariness, nor its lack of hope;

but why sadness visits, and what it intends:
what the secret blessings that it brings...

not the quick whims of hope or faith,

that last so briefly, then are gone:

but where they truly come from;

where they rest eternal in the heart:

explain themselves in their own worldly ways;

not even that love that comes and shines and passes;
no, none of these - and all of these:

masked, they come and knock upon the door;
friends, that come to tease, to test, to heal..

open the door to them;

now, before they knock..

Michael Shepherd
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I I Gertrude Stein Is Interviewed On American Poetry

and there was the knocking on the door
that we were expecting

and it was the man

that we were expecting

with the questions we were expecting
to which answers were expected

by those who expect answers

as if life were like that

which for writers it is not

yes, tea was drunk

and after tea the tape recorder set up
so that what I said

I would continue to say

somewhere else

even when I changed my mind

here and nowhere else

and he said Ms Stein

what do you think of American poetry
and we said well it's American

and it's poetry

that's as it should be

and really that's all there is to say

and the man looked disappointed

so we asked him did he read poetry

and he said poetry no I dont read poetry
but my editor does

so I said it's really about Americans
living their lives

that's what American poetry is really about
because Americans move around

and so their words move around and
words in English have lost their intensity
but American words are always on the move
and they are more intense

yes, Americans living among Americans
and talking to their neighbours

if it's not about that
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it's not really American poetry at all is it
if it's not about that
then why bother writing poetry

and the man was asking about a rose

being a rose being a rose and we said

for a hundred years the rose

has not been red in poetry

but now for the first time in a hundred years
the rose is red again

and the man looked at his watch
and said thank you Ms Stein
and was switching off his tape recorder

and a month later that

was what we said

in @ magazine much read

by Americans who mostly

are not poets no very few but we said it
we know that this is so

because we read it there

and we think that really

that was all there was to say

because that was all we think

is really important

about American Poetry

that the words move like Americans move
and that is exciting for a writer

and that is the important thing about
American Poetry

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Gertrude Stein Met Marilyn Monroe In Tiffany's

a rose is a rose is a rose is a rose

and a dozen roses ring around a posy -
but a rose is not as rosy as a ring -

for diamonds are a man's best bet;

a rose is just a rose but the future could be rosy -
a diamond is a girl's best bait.
a rose is a rose but eventually goes off;

even love can have a nasty end;

but a man who's had his day can always be disposed of...
while diamonds are a lifetime friend...

Michael Shepherd
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1 I Give Her One This Christmas

How could I not know

‘what she wants for Christmas’ -
when hundreds of emails

spam it to me every Advent day,
and right through unsilent night
in several languages...

a manliness increased in every measure;

a bulk purchase of blue pills for

the bedside drawer; and - since it can be
gift-wrapped more easily than me myself -
an imitation designer watch: to register
how late for work we’re going to be

day after day; night after night;

and perhaps, for those still single friends,
(as these gifts might look inappropriate...)
a Russian bride? (see airbrushed photo attached..)

And what makes you think

they won't target children next with these...?
‘Is your boy fit to become

an alpha male in your community...?

buy him our Junior SuperMale Set; complete
with full instructions on DVD...

Happy Giftmas, one and all...

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 250



I 1 Godliness

Riffling through the dictionary

of the mind - or, as the Anglo-Saxons
named it, ‘word-hoard’ -

for a word that exactly matches

what needs to be said,

a word may call out from the page

like that kitten or that puppy

in the pet-shop, which devastatingly

looks you straight in the eye and mutely says
‘Master, treasure me...’

so, the other day, ‘godly’ called to me: as
abbreviated in former times from ‘godlike’;

not a word to suit, say, those fine-minded Hindu pundits
who would want to classify its degrees

of nearness or of distance from the state

of god or gods..

rather, a gentle, misty, English-weather, modest-shining word
which - borrowing a trick from those same

Hindu grammarians - is neither limited, nor unlimited;

or alternatively: is both limited, and unlimited;

allows for small-g god, or big-G God;

allows for frequent changes in the weather;

and thus, will halt at all the stations on the line...

so, stopped in the street by

some presumptuous well-intentioned stranger
with that piercing eye that stoppeth one of three,
enquiring ‘Have you been saved by Jesus yet? ’
we may reply as if we were Dr Johnson

of quirky diction and of his own Dictionary fame,

replying, ‘Sir, my mind has godly inclinations...

Yes, I'm comfortable with ‘godly’: like
that kitten or that puppy, asking
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no more of you than what
shared nature with a smile
feeds and loves..

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 God's Two-Ness

I prayed to understand
God’s two-ness:
God within me said,

‘T am in you; and you in Me;

yet when I hear

the glorious sounds of singing praise,
the open heart of gratitude,

the words of wonder and of love,
and see the shining eyes,

I am the world for you;
and cast My Two-ness

like the sweet Spring rain.’

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Goodbye Routemaster

The iconic (damn, I swore I'd
never use that word..)

red London bus

was designed by the lively minded
for the active lively - those who
take a few chances with life,

look for a little excitement,

test their limits, enjoy

- the French have a phrase for it -
the little happinesses, sweetnesses, or
good fortunes, it doesn't

translate quite so well -

let’s say, exhilarating moments?

Viz.:

the back platform, a step

nearer the ground, is open; rubber-floored;
a central vertical bar,

wound with a grip-fast plastic,

midway on the edge of the platform; then
on the vertical edge of the rear bus-back,
a substantial holding bar

which never lets you down;

another horizontal bar

the other side

to steady you either getting on or off

SO

you’'ve just missed the bus as

it begins to pull away?

Don’t worry - you're young to middling,
the driver’s still to change from low gear as
he pulls away from the kerb and queue;
you check the platform’s clear;

a short run;

grab the upright bar with the right hand,
right foot on platform, then
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left hand on vertical bar —and there -

a small but significant personal achievement,
a confirmation that life’s for the winning;

the breathing deeper, healthier;

quicker than the gym or marathon

and correspondingly,

you're on the bus, you'd like to get off soon

but it's quite a few yards, or chains, or furlong

to the next bus stop - but eureka! - the bus slows
towards a red traffic light or a traffic jam:

stand on the open back of the platform (yes,

the designer thought of that too) , or holding on the central bar
(this one requires a quick calculation of which

you choose according to bus speed and agility)
and dropp off with some grace,

hit the ground running...

another little good fortune, exhilaration

to liven up your day; even your fellow passengers
watching, feel a shared lift of spirits

at this touch of athleticism

though

this bus, though it can cope

with a young mother with a quickly

folded push-chair, infant now in left arm,

wasn’t designed for low-income single mothers

with twins who like to shop at Harrods,

or for self-drive wheelchairs...

so in these more socially inclusive times

where well-stuffed infant-carriers no longer fold to nothing...
and with labour-intensive costs in mind,

there's no benevolent conductor watching

all these minor athletic feats -

now, fast-shut doors, make the seated driver supervise all this,
no conductor standing, climbing stairs,

taking your ticket while the driver - drives; alas,

it's goodbye Routemaster...

but
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maybe you’ll understand why, as
symbol of our more agile years,
we miss it

(for PoHo, who asked)
+ PS: you can buy one cheap!

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Haiku For A Globally Warmed Early Spring

Pale yellow primroses
hiding in the undergrowth
only seen by a few

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Haiku For Myku

This first plum-blossom in the snow
delights the bumble-bee
which has no words for 'Spring' or 'happy"'.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Haiku For The Over-Zealous - Possibly Himself

Don't seek to find yourself;
just be yourself;
here, there are no exams to pass..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Haiku-Ukiah

where tears meet laughter
how elusive is the source
whence a smile melts tears

whence a smile melts tears
how elusive is the source
where tears meet laughter

[haiku-ukiah is a 'mirror-poem' which offers two ways of attaching thought to
image - a difficult verse-form to work with, but 'Japanese' in mood]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Haiku-Ukiah For Sunday Morning

in the world of peace
with the gift: no need to think
gratitude flows deep

gratitude flows deep
with the gift: no need to think

in the world of peace

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Haiku-Ukiah: Night Rain In Kyoto

on the window screen
night whispers secret witness -

the earth loves the rain;

the earth loves the rain;
night whispers secret witness -
on the window screen

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Haiku-Ukiah: On A Beach In Japan

on salt pebble shore
and many coloured sea stones
one pair of eyes here

one pair of eyes here
and many coloured sea stones

on salt pebble shore

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Hardware Shop

There's nothing so becomes a man

as a local hardware shop - it expands

the horizons of his home improvement, and
brings harmony to his home life as

those little jobs get done;

and although these days a car-trip

would take you to an out-of-town

with wider variety and lower price,

there is greater delight in detailed chat

with that little man around the corner

who's been there since - oh, you knew his father.
He's got it; or will get it; you chat; come out feeling good;
there's order in the world. Things get done.

But they're a dying breed. We had two - didn't know

just how lucky we were until Mr and Mrs Tidy

(how many Tidy generations of hardware had there been?)

with their two shops run together - he in one, she in the other - and

he identified just what it was you wanted; she

knew just where they kept it - suddenly they went, still sprightly young, to
a well-deserved retirement, after a life of virtue.

They exuded some sort of spiritual strength

between them; as if your purchase had

a hint of allegory in some non-conformist book of life.

Which left the other hardware shop. I hoped

that their departure would encourage his own trade

but it was not to be. The stage set of his shop is perfect -
behind the obligatory front-of-shop basics, put out

each day - camping gas, the bags of dried manure,

plastic bins of every size -

the shop is filled in every nook and cranny, leading to

a further vista of boxed shelves, a hint of aisle on aisle

to joy the DIY-er's heart - and

that faintly oily, metallic, woody, dusty, smell - the precious essence
of a hundred years in that same shop, of visits by

a century of proud home owners, treasuring their addiction..
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but this is a man upon whom no tidy destiny, no spiritual path
has fallen. Enter his crammed shop with hope, of the friendly chat
that from the furthest depths, produces just the size

of split boggle ring of finest brass that you were looking for,

and what do you get? Twenty minutes of sad-smiled, patient
explanation of why he hasn't got it; couldn't get it,

because they'd want an order of two dozen. It's only done

in industrial sizes anyway. And the supplier's changed hands

and you'll need to change the whole system to metric.

You should have known - for it was always so:

for this he exists, as if living out a punishment for past sins
against the gods of hardware. Or should you (itching to get away)
join in the sad elegaics for a world in ebb, the small shopkeeper
who existed only to serve his fellow villagers? To talk to him
makes you feel that somehow, somewhere, in the back room

of shared humanity, it just might be - your fault...

At last you get away, empty-handed; and wonder at
this world of little shops and shopkeepers:
the joyous absurdity, the hidden tragedy

of lives you daily knock against, yet never really know.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Harvest Festival

When on a glorious day - one such as this -
you're overcome with awe and wonder, praise,
and part-formed gratitude... which seeks some one
to thank for this, by laying at their feet

all that the world has brought us unannounced

as seedcorn turned to golden harvest wheat -

then who would hesitate, to draw in light
a greater One as whom to kneel before,
to make of our humility, a ‘One’

as if we were some grateful ‘other’; we,
less worthy, painting pure duality..

..don't hesitate: praise is beyond a ‘two’;

what now we praise, becomes our very self;

in praise, name radiates as kingdom, come;

and kingdom hallows all, as all its own;

so, glory in that sound of praise so fine;

for when you shine with praise — then all things shine.

Michael Shepherd
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1 I Has Music Gone From Poetry?

Has music gone from poetry?

Words and music, still agree?

Dance and rhythm, song and laughter,
Do they echo, now, hereafter..?

Has singing gone from poetry?

Words that sing a listened tune?
Lullaby and melody,

Old rhymes that sleepy mothers croon?

Has rhythm gone from poetry?

Quick as a dance-step, slow as a glide?

Laughing now; now weeping; now shouting with glee -
Dancing round you, singing, can’t catch me...

Has magic gone from poetry?
Spells that summon fairy Fates?
Incantations solemn spoken,
Heroes, giants, to danger woken?

Have light hearts gone from poetry?
Hearts that know the tears of life,
hearts that know the grief of strife,

yet sing and dance and laugh with glee?
Who loves, who loves not poetry?

(revisited)

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 He Flew With Angels

At school, the look-up homework
one day was ‘mercy’...

and that proved itself
to be indeed itself

what the dictionary said
haunted; seemed inadequate;
haunted again

he smelled his life, as one
smells Spring in the air
of a freezing January day

every one of his thoughts
began and finished
with the word unsounded

then his actions too grew
out of it, returned to it

his friends, his wife, his family:
some heard it, some did not

years passed; in the darkness
of the quiet evening street,
the great and famous called on him

what he had to say was
too great for the public,
too young yet for the public

but the word, nourished,
slipped into the courtroom,
whispered in the palaces,

stood behind the priests

who did not say it yet
heard it murmuring in their ear
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while for him, the word grew and grew,
flew with him higher ever higher

so they talked of how to martyr him
because the word was too big for them

he died before they decided on his fate
and was that too what it meant

leaving the word in the air like

a limitless embrace, like

the warm wish of a departing guest
said over the shoulder with a smile,
a wave, a memory

and a sowing and a growing,
a reaping, a vastness, a light,

a boundless love

Michael Shepherd
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I I Heartsong, Heart's Dance

In silence, every song that’s sung

is as a wheatgrain in the hand;
known in wonder, love and awe;

its essence more than human sound;

in stillness, every joyful dance

is summed as if in perfect prayer;
though every muscle yearns to praise,
unmoving; more than mind in air;

silence sings and stillness dances
in the freedom of the heart;
self, content to be the watcher;

loving each and every part.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Heaven As Spectrum

Bold March sunlight bounces
off the yellow-grey-brown London claybricks
of the house across the gardens;

the next-door neighbour’s cut the dead ivy
and the reflected light hits the artificial flowers
and their strong delicate colours, glowing

in their various cobalt vases; blooming joyful
where living flowers find that corner sad;

the flowers as if washed today with brighter water-colours;
as if grace itself, wishing to send a message

to this room today, had chosen the spectrum

of the flowers’ purples, yellows, blues and reds

as its medium and message; and its smile;

today, the spectrum is for me

metaphor enough - its rainbow limits
playing now-you-see-me... with the retina,
hinting at the formless always beckoning
there, beyond the form..

metaphor enough
for heaven’s mind itself; and heaven’s smile.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Heidegger Meets Shankara

Beyond all being
is that Being -
that, whose Being
is our being.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Heidegger Questions A Japanese On Language

Like the delighted stillness of the silence
which is an emptiness that is full,

from which come the moments
graced by the specific; as

the scent of cherry blossom or
the petals of the plum;

when what endures, is the message
and needs us as messengers.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Heirs Of The Heart

Those you love. Those
you have loved. Those
who love you.

They live. You know
they live, somehow, somewhere.
Listen. Hear them. Aren't they calling?

What are they calling?

What are they wearing, as they call?
Are they wearing grief, loss;

your borrowed clothes?

Are they trapped in your memory?
Be them. Let them shine in you,
from out of you. They call to live
where they should live:

not locked in memory, but

shining out from you.

Be them. Be their life.

How you loved them. How they

loved you. Be that love,

Live that love. Let them

shine, so bright that

people recognise them in you;
wonder how to tell you without hurt...

Their purity. What they really were.
What they truly lived for.

Let it shine. Give them

the life they sought.

Listen to them.

How happy they are,

living in you whom they so love..
see how they shine..
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Michael Shepherd
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1 1 His Smile

He smiled ... it was as if I'd never seen

a smile before; as if, that moment, God
invented smiles; as if there’d never been
a reason for a gift that was so good...

He smiled... as if from every day and year
of his own life, with each its gratitude

to give assurance, that we’re living here
to fill our living with that godly good...

Was this how angels smile? Was this as God -
who has no need to smile — and thus, whose smile
may be unbounded, when he sees mankind

now in His image, shining as He shines?

Was this the peace on earth of God'’s first dawn?
Mandela smiled.. and mankind was reborn.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Homoeoteleuton - For Danny

Greek and Roman poets prosaic

thought consonance was comic - almost, crime;
only the manic Germanic

tribes were not averse to rhyme..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Hope And Light, And Love

You - whose inner strength, I always think

to be the greater than my fluctuating own -
ask, only half humorously, as

business, family support, collapses all around,
for a poem of hope and light and love...

and I fall still and silent; for to me

only stillness, silence, are my answer

to those mighty questions of what within ourselves
we have, and have not; lose and find again...

and in the stillness of the silence, because
I am of ‘certain’ yet uncertain age...
hear the family voice still sounding in the ear of memory

of that sweet Stoicism of the Victorian working class:
...working’ indeed; even to the work-house...

and ‘class’; yet class with pride; hope (wasn’t the Baptist chapel
built along with Hope Street?): light; and love...

that Stoicism (would they know the word?)
that folds its hands onto its tidy lap, when
all around collapses, and says quietly,

“It's trying.. as the good Lord knows,

for he’s tried me oftentimes enough...”

and Sunday starts and ends the week,
the ‘day of rest’ when God and Man
work hardest, and together..

that sweet Stoicism... that responds
to the muted tea-cup whine of others, with

‘We must just count our blessings, dear...

or break into the mutual relief of song:
‘Count your blessings, one by one’..

and never was the One more to be sought, whose blessings
are only counted, as sleep’s sheep leap
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over the stile of thought,
counted one by one; each one blessing, blest,
containing All -

All, and as you said yourself,
Hope; Light; and Love; these three..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Horses For Courses

See them at the starting-gate:

impatient horses tossing their bridled heads,
rearing, backing, snorting;

silk-bright riders patient;

how have they attained this race?

they’ve shared a fortitude, horse and rider together:
out at dawn in all weathers, focussed, thundering
down and round the beaten, scuffed-soil track;
never a slack training session;

they share — without a common language

save that of the heart - their discipline;

share that rare sense of unity

once forged in battle, now in peaceful excellence;

‘they’re off! ’ - the race begun;

all around, the watchers shouting, jumping, waving race-cards;
the rider, in the camera’s eye,

so calm; invisibly controlling;

amidst all this excited noise,
they are the quietest;

amidst all this galloping,

they are the stillest in their mind;

yet who knows a horse’s mind,

to say what's patiently endured,

the daily training, bridle, bit and whip;

or what's sheer exultation for a horse?

or where the discipline and freedom meet?

who knows what may be horse’s sheer contentment?
knows what contentment may exceed

that of horse being horse? ...

as rider knows, that, win or lose, he’s done his best,
for himself and for the horse..

what do horse and rider share
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between themselves, that's
never spoken? For, see: each,
a clear and shining eye..

Michael Shepherd
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I I Housefly

Now that this housefly
has finished wringing its hands
over the past - what?

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 How To Quarrel

There were two monks who
shared a cell in perfect amity.

Yet they, concerned to perfect their compassion
for all humankind, wished to know all
mankind’s troubles.

Mankind, said the one,

seems always to be quarrelling -
always too ready to pick some fight -
how can this be?

It seems, said the other, that in order to
assert their selfhood and to be ‘somebody’,
they must then invent an enemy,

who seeks to take something from them
that they deserve to have...

so then, they can allot

a ‘mine’ and ‘thine’, and pick
a violent quarrel to prove
their right to be themselves...

they’ll find anything so to label -
‘my tribe, your tribe’—even though
to anyone else, they seem the same -

my religion, your religion - though God is unaware
of any such division or allegiance; or when they’re
really desperate for something to fight about,

‘my postcode public territory,
your postcode public territory’...

Oh dear Lord, said the other monk,

how can we have compassion

for these suffering souls? We've never had
a quarrel...
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Then we must invent one, said

the first monk: suppose I draw a line
in chalk along the floor of our cell..
and then we’ll call one side, my space,
the other yours...

And this he did. Now, he said,
we can have a quarrel: look,
I'm standing in your half of the room...

No you're not, said the other,
it's not my half...yes it is, we've agreed,
said the one...

Oh very well then, take it ... you win!
said the other.. But there’s
nothing to take! said the first...

The two monks sat and sighed.
They would never know how
human kind could ever own
anything worth the quarrel over.

How difficult a holy life can be.

Have compassion, then, for the plight
of those two monks...

[Based on a story from the
early days of the Desert Fathers]

Michael Shepherd
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I I Hurried Judgment, Curried Thought

‘Animal sacrifice in Kali temples
and in Durga shrines is a disgrace! -

this is pagan savagery and
a shame to our pure souls!

(Please excuse the yellow smear
of chicken tikka on this screen;
chicken from a factory farm

that led a miserable life..

these lines were written in
righteous anger, and just after

a delicious Hindu meal.)

Michael Shepherd
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11 T Read Your Poem

In olden days we would have said
things like an act of grace,

an endeavour noble in intent,
humanity at its most heroic,

the heart speaking,

the soul’s voice

and why not indeed

I read your poem.

I have nothing much to say

and yet everything to say;

writing a poem is all of those

and every real poem is

one great step for humankind in you,
an archaeology of the soul,

a self-exposure,

a challenge
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so what I have to offer you

is respect. Pure, real, boundless, known respect;

you'll read your poem back
and your next will take account of that

better than any comment or advice of mine;

we're both poets; we both know

that we're engaged on a cosmic task,

on the kitchen table, and it’s

no less than those images from the Hubble
of nebulae, stars exploding and colliding
and being formed; being formed.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Ibrahim's Tale

Ibrahim

Ibrahim was a shoemaker

in that Persian land afar

where wisest men practice crafts
in side-alleys without name

and teach with stories

One day, Ibrahim was overcome
by happiness beyond all belief
while the sun moved from there to here

He told his friend, who said
you look the same to me

He went to the doctor who said
we’'d better keep an eye on that,
it might need an X-ray

He went to the priest who said
the Devil has cunning ways
to tempt with gifts

He went to the politician who said
it’s just a way to avoid
your social responsibility

He went to the psychiatrist who said
such delusions are uncommon but
not unknown come back next week

Ibrahim walked home
through the market and stallholders smiled
even though he bought nothing

a stray dog followed him home

his wife said you're late for dinner
how lucky you are to have me for a wife
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his children said
didn’t you bring anything home for us?

But here the story of Ibrahim
splits into many versions;

so you who know that bliss
which overcame our Ibrahim
must complete it for yourselves
to tell to your chlldren and
your children’s children

so that wise men smile, and angels laugh,
and poets pause, and storytellers

nod to themselves, while

they shape and tack their shoes, that

a storyteller carries on wise shoulders

a responsibility to human beings

greater than any king..

Michael Shepherd
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I I Ignorance

Alas, no clear account can I relate

(as one who knows too well, that sorry state):
for after all, to know one’s ignorance

would be a wisdom cosmic in its stance;

and so, wise men have brought their focussed minds
to plumb its nature, to aid human kind:

does it describe that ‘nescience’ which stays

as innocent as babe, of error’s ways?

Or do we sense instinctively, all truth,
but overlay it with acquired untruth?
And if so, is the fault, (dear Brutus) , ours?

or is it universal as the stars?

‘Innocence’ as plea, Hindus refuse:
we're Brahman, that knows all - so, no excuse!

Michael Shepherd
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11 Ikon

The door creaks, as she opens it
and the fall of the heavy iron latch
echoes through the empty church.

The atmosphere inside, this cold day,
is heavy, as such holy places are,
locked now at night; heavy,

with what? Anticipation? Memory,

of all the human emotions

that have passed through them?
There’s still the clinging promise,

the fragrance of yesterday’s incense;
it could almost be a midnight forest
in its wood-scented mystery.

She lights a candle, drops a coin
slowly, as those do to whom
each coin has a meaning.

She is small, shrunken as the aged are,

wrapped into roundness against the cold,

yet neatly; today there’s an extra sense of purpose
about her walk towards the glittering

gold ikonostasis -

is it the anniversary of the day

her husband perished in the labour camp?
Or the day her son died fighting

so that such as she might live,

to mourn him, proudly, all her life?

Or was she, is she, that unmarried, famous
junior lecturer who lost her job

for speaking truth, whose students

carried her shoulder-high and placed her
on the tank outside the university,
challenging its gun?

She kneels in front of the ancient ikon,
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framed in gold; the ikon that tourists

note with a glance, as ‘Christ’...though when painted,
it was known as ‘Son of God’; now they call it

‘Son of Man’ - that seems to suit it.

She looks intently into its eyes

as she has so many times; each time,

a new day, asking what He has in store for her.

As intently as its painter, praying as he worked,

that He might come and fill the painted form

with His eyes, His heart, His soul; all that He brought to earth
from That which sent Him...

She looks into the eyes of the ikon -

or does the ikon look at her?

In some other world, there is mighty sound,
perhaps a word; the air is filled with soundlessness;
there’s fire that burns forever; great waters flow
like grace itself; new earth is watered.

She sees, in some great where between

herself and all things, love that cannot be measured;
mercy that can only explain itself with itself;

grace that’s only known; her life

opens itself to her clearly, soundlessly;

all is revealed to the seeking heart.

The candles flicker; the door creaks,

and the heavy iron latch echoes

once, in the empty church; the Son of Man,

in the form of an old woman wrapped against the cold,
steps out into His kingdom. A few snowflakes;

a pale winter sun. But look into her eyes.

[revised]

Michael Shepherd
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I I Impressionism In Paint, In Music, In Words

To know the impossible to be impossible
and yet to love the attempt;

to demonstrate that beauty is eternal, yet
seen only in that moment now,

never to be captured, ever changing -
'evanescent' holds a little of the sound of it -
this, the heroic failure that betokens love.

Monet was that hero. For perhaps you may

catch beauty's shadow in a photograph;

even glimpse its joy, there, in the sound of song;

but try to catch it - dab by dab of brush -

when in the time it takes to do this, yet another leaf
- there, watch it as it drops -

has fallen from that distant orange-yellow-brown

blur of an autumn wood - knowing as you render nature's generality
or catch a church, a haystack, in a sundown glow,
that all things pass -

that love's heroic: and when, in irony that surely
needs no underlining, blindness comes upon you, yet
you go on painting, as the water-lilies blur

into the water-weed, into the bridge,

into the time that runs down to the river, to the sea...

and in turn, Renoir, in his 'Moulin a la Galette' dance-cafe,
catching the human reflection of this flow, our yearning

for the perfect moment to remain, frozen, set, fresh-baked,
forever caught - this is what my life has led to,

this is what, surely, I deserve - under the lanterns in the trees
the young girls with their cheeks of peaches, apricots,

and lips like fruit that's waiting to be pressed,

dream of forever to be loved; while their tonight's men
smoke, and drink, and dream of where a young man's lust
might just be step into another world -

while in that room up there that looks down on this scene,
Proust, seeing the cafe's dance of fleeting beauty, writes to catch
those moments lived and lost and yet remembered;

and Debussy, his tentative composer's piano notes
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heard just above the cafe's resident accordionist

whose sentimental music you too will remember

to your dying day, and smile a gentle tear - and when

past midnight, as the silence falls upon the thinning dance, and
couples, singing, arm-in-arm it home, and

Monsieur le patron extinguishes the lanterns in the trees,

and the humble workers' square is suddenly a nowhere place,
Debussy will hear the moonlight sliding through the window
onto the piano's keys...

of beauty, we can say not much
of all that may be said.

(To Michael Gessner, who reminded me about poetry.)

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 In A Greek Amphitheatre: George Seferis, Poet

Noon here in hot summer in this quarter-sphere of stepped stone;
the smell of herbs rolling down from the mountainside,

the light so strong that it seems to have bleached away all thought;
time is taking a siesta.

come sit with me here in this almost deserted amphitheatre
which has stood for more than two thousand years,

only the bees are quietly moving,

searching the flowers which grow between these huge blocks of stone
which someone quarried, someone brought here,

someone acted out the world upon, some many sat

and were moved to fear and tears;

someone ate olives, spat the pits between the blocks of stone;
now an olive tree bears witness,

its bleached roots like an arthritic climber,

splitting the stone blocks with the insistence of history.

‘Memory, wherever you touch it,
hurts’...

merciful gods might have removed these stones

with two thousand years of rain, of wind, of searing sun,
so that the insistence of history might not be

so painful to a Greek.

The only other figure in this huge amphitheatre -
you see him down there? In the white hat

and dark suit of summer cloth? He’s a poet;

but is his mind too, sitting in the audience? Or is he
on the stage? Is he

living the play; the hero with a tragic flaw,

the chorus commenting, the tragedy unfolding?

In Greek, the same word means martyr
and means witness.

He was born a Greek in a Greek colony;

at 22, the Turks flung them out;
he sailed in wine-dark seas of wars and occupations;
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and when the sailor sailed into the port to take his place in his immortal court,
found Greece, not celebrating peace, but Greek fighting Greek;
the cruellest of wars.

It was not Odysseus but Greece itself

that wandering, had not yet come home;

the harbours boatless; silent the shepherd's flute;

the olive groves untended; hives deserted;

grapes that never tasted wine; figs that burst uneaten;
Olympia's grass, all silent and untrodden;

temples empty, marble columns

their cool beauty empty-armed without their worshippers.

Here at noon, the summer heat pressing and intense,
the air still, a bee passing across our laps

as we sit here on the higher tier;

a dark-suited poet, witness, martyr,

like an olive tree between hard stone,

suffers the playing out, the painful beauty

like a dark thought at noon,

the insistence of history.

‘Memory, wherever
you touch it, hurts.’

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 In Golden Gate Park. For Jim And Thanks To
Lawrence

The older couple who've set down
their folding chairs, a blanket, lunchbox

not too far from the old Lincoln
inhabit three islands of peace

which by the time we're their age
we'll know perhaps to envy:

his peace, and hers, and theirs:
neither got high grades, but

they're wise enough to know
after all those years together

those three islands; watch them with discretion
and join them if you can across the years;

in that third island which is won
from two islands neatly cropped.

Michael Shepherd
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1 I In His Eyes, His Eyes

His open eyes, one catching the sun,

shining towards me - presumably

they still function optically:

recording, unmoved, unmoving, my presence;

this dead soldier, sodden in the ditch,
half his body peaceful, as if
welcoming his death; the other half
unmentionable; animals must eat;

his eyes recording my presence, yet

the brain now with no need

to question whether I'm the enemy; or friend;

the medic; the man who's just shot him several times
at close range, standing over; or

the man he shot just now;

come to greet him as his newest friend.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 In Memory Of George Herbert. For Fay.

I, upon this journey, question me:
journey, I to God, or God to me?

If I to God: I pray that journey fast;
if God to me: Thou first; that I may last.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 In Praise Of A Fellow Poet

in praise of a fellow poet

when someone’s doing
quietly

something which is
perfect in itself

then

to praise or to encourage
seems almost like

an insult

to them or

to perfection

I just wanted to say
what I've said

and you and I
share something which is
beyond the words

which we arrange
upon the page
to honour

‘something understood’

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 In Praise Of Ego

In carefree, laughing, joyful mood -
let’s praise the ego, to its face!

Our most faithful mate throughout our life;
with us longer than our parents or our children are;

at our heels at all times, proud of head and tail,
saying to the world that ‘I belong to him! ’;

faithful as a dog; and cunning as a cat;
between them, running our un-mastered lives;

(and like the cosy purring cat you stroke upon your lap,
ego's the secret dark night-hunter, out to kill all life..)

ego, more awake than we ourselves,
never missing a living moment;

every heart-beat an opportunity;
sharper entrepreneur than any city slicker:

‘what’s in it for me? ’; there is no trick,
no turn, no market swing, that ego can’t exploit and profit from;

so let’s praise ego to its face; see the Creator’s own full force,
brilliant and magnificent, manifested, used, in ego’s skills...

but know, and know we know, its lifetime’s bitter secret:
for all its skills, its energies are stolen fuel...:

moment by moment sapping secretly,
the consciousness, the wisdom, happiness,

that seem just out of our elusive reach..
So - as we watch a child, so innocent,

playing its merry games of fantasy,
running round itself in playground and in park,
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we laughing in parental love, sing out those magic words:
‘I'm watching you...!'’

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 In Praise Of Ignorance

write in praise of ignorance - that is,

that state which we so easily mis-name;

which would be better known by that old term,
‘un-knowing’ - free of guilt or sin in one

who knows the truth and, knowingly, denies..

un-knowing should be celebrated; as

some youthful minor god in painted scenes:
adolescent in the goddess Wisdom'’s

splendid train; gazing up at her,

clear-browed; wide-eyed; attention at the leash;

not-knowing - like a runner on the blocks,
contained; elastic spring of energy;

yet fingertips so delicately placed

on starting-line; there’s elegance to see

in our unknowing’s race to reach the truth;

unknowing: which spurs every scientist
so to observe; infer; compare; and test;
evolve hypothesis; and test again;

then offer to the world as reason’s law
of Nature’s finer detail, which may yield
a harvest of some golden benefit;

admitting one’s unknowing is the key:
(does this seem far too simple to be said?)
Poised between two beauties, Innocence,
and Wisdom, see Unknowing’s beauty too;

then in that beauty, all the universe
shines bright and fresh and new, to be enjoyed;
none other than myself; who knows no claim

but witnesses all that may be revealed..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 In Praise Of Praise

Good dog...! "...

Your faithful hound closes his eyelids
for a fraction longer - could this be bliss
so pure that humans rarely know it? -
rests his head for a few moments

on your knee; twitches tail, just once,
to indicate the words received:

the one phrase which, it's said,
(quietly; almost, to yourself)
completely understood and shared

by man and dog: fulfilment

of the karma of companionship..

Yesterday, I was praised.. or rather,
there was praise for something
that was enacted through me..

Such a moment is too valuable,
too full of self-knowledge, to be dismissed
with embarrassed modesty: live it:

for a moment, one is in the presence

of oneself: here’s a giant; here’s a hero;
who is oneself, and yet, is to be worshipped
as the fulfilment of all one’s wished

oneself to be: being and worthship

come together in a purity..

so, praise the praisers! — who are all too few;
cast aside that English fear

that praising may involve some personal
commitment that one later may regret...

to be praised, is but self-dedication
in which praiser, praised, are alike; at one;
and from that moment on,
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live together in that unity
and grow from it in ways
that must be lived and known, to be believed..

come now - tell me that you don't

remember clearly, the very words your teacher said
the day they praised you from the heart

so unexpectedly, you even thought them human..

or what your mother’s friend (your mother,

who could never find it in her to so praise you in the words -
despite her sweetness for some reason -

with which, your mother’s friend later told you

she boasted of you, out of your own earshot...)

praise the praisers! join their ranks

and find that magic wand:

spoken directly, face to face;

or if you must, discreetly passed,

its implications hanging golden in the air...
that magic wand, which grows the soul

of giver and receiver joined as one in One..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 In The Beginning

In the beginning was the Word...
what’s a beginning, then?

a beginning, perhaps, not in time;
a beginning, perhaps, with time itself;
in our time, the recognition’s all;

beginning known within our being;
being that is beyond beginning;

and so, always being; always beginning..
so, in the beginning - is - the Word..

the Word, a sound? yet heard before the ear;
a speaking and a listening,
waiting to be heard...

the Word, finding for itself a time;
finding for itself a place;
a wakening; a becoming;

for this, we know:

a beginning; a becoming;

the word becomes, as things become;
every word is a becoming;

that, the yogis hear;
that, poets listen for;

that spurs all philosophers;

every becoming is the Word;
every word is a becoming.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 In The Empty Studio

The diffused northern sunlight
of this studio at dawn
matches the silence and the stillness

like the speaking silence
of the retrochoir behind the altar
of a simple white Greek island church -

that has no ornament; simply walls
painted in a pale blue wash,
the space, the air itself, as radiant with heaven;

behind the iconostasis — gold and candle and eternal gaze -
where praise is prepared; thought surrendered;

humility the robe; the sacred word awaits

the moment when it’s spoken;

so this studio; and at its centre, calling,
stands an easel with a white canvas on it;
what waits in this empty studio

that’s so full of emptiness that calls?

what challenges? This canvas
waits, as being ever does; full, content,
needing nothing but itself...

the silence will accept our spoken word,
then return to stillness;
the canvas will not be so forgiving;

‘make a mark on me that will not diminish
my completeness...; so let our being
meet, before a mark is made...”

this holy place: only godself may mark

this canvas and yet not detract; from space,
draw space; or may with colour stain transparent
this white white radiance of eternity:
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and in the place whence all arises,
Nothing and Everything smile together
in their secret play.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Introduction To Advaita As Non-Duality

How many years after our birth
before we hear some word or phrase
that speaks of ‘unity’?

And then how many more,
before we hear such concepts
as ‘non-duality’ or ‘advaita’, as ‘not two’?

Yet something in us has now, tucked away,
the memory of that moment after birth
when that unbounded birthright, love in us

first sensed that same unbounded love
in the one who held us close;
murmured some strange words

whose meaning was all in their sound;
whose gaze - for did we know? -

met our unseeing gaze with touch;
that moment at the outset of this life
when we knew unity could not be two

and that its name is ever love.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Is Music Mute The Poem's Ripened Fruit?

In a smart burnoose, Khadour looked on, amused;
it suited him, to pick the choicest fruit

from market stalls, comparing each with all

and, smiling, then point out the Eastern style
allowing customers to choose what must

be brought to table straightway, and what ought
to be allowed to ripen a degree;

and so, politely indicate the sin

of thinking that the West were always best...

[An experiment in five-stress lines

internally rhyming the first, second or third foot
with the last (fifth) foot;

as an alternative to end-rhymes..

The first line is from Elizabeth Bishop,
which promoted the experiment..;
comments on the effect?

or better, try it yourself? ]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Is This Just To Say

'Shall I be gone long?
Forever and a day.
Where will I go?

Ask my song.'

The sweet cold plums

in the ice-box

were no compensation

for the note attached there
by the adulterer.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Japanese Toilet Wall

This Spring, a new name
among the old graffiti -
will it be true love?

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Japa-Yajna

Carrier wave; sine curve; you see it
on the heartscan lifescreen
in the intensive care ward

as if with no regard for you
it's self-sufficient; sufficient to the self;

the same curve that the flute’s note makes onscreen,
pure as Krishna’s smile; his lips
making breath into sound

hear that, hear that which
runs day and night; repetition
that always never does repeat

and only when you’'re still
will you know with Krishna

the sound of inner sacrifice
that never ends and yet

so pure it’s given beyond sought;

flute’s sound beyond all sound;
how still the room is now.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 John Donne Remembers Saint Augustine

This all too heresome world weighs down my soul;
I need love's sweetnesses oft to be met:

while yet I pray to God to make me good -

please god, be it - not quite so soon - not yet...

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Journey In An Undergound Kaleidoscope

The Underground is a kaleidoscope:
at each station, a new shake; and

according to your mood
every shake’s a magnification

of your love of humanity; or
confirms your worst fears;

shake

I'm sitting with the article

I wrote at home, hunched

over the keyboard

in @ smaller world

now I'm revising it in private

but in this public space

of this kaleidoscope; it's good this way.

shake

A lad sits down next to me. After a minute
I feel he’s discreetly reading what I'm editing.

I love this game. I tilt the paper imperceptibly
so he can read it better..
careful not to give the game away..

shake

He’s interested; he’s not reading idly; now
he’s not hiding his reading any more;

now, he can’t restrain himself at
the top of the page as I turn over..

his eyes shine. He stubs his finger at a quote
‘Meditation makes me feel more myself...’
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‘That'’s it! That's it! ' he says; as if
I didn't believe my own quote..

shake

He’s out the next station; that's
all he needed. All I needed. All it needed.

How bright the underground kaleidoscope
shines now.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Juno Watt - Personality Of The Year

Everyone’s talking about her

this last year: on their cellphones to her,
talking about her on their TV sofas,
breakfast and evening celeb shows,

at the hairdresser, in the bus queues..

‘Juno Watt? I've been asked to do TV...
‘Juno Watt? I've got tickets to Mariah’s tour...
‘Juno Watt? He’s proposed to me! !’

And the columnists are asking,

‘Will she last through to next year?
Will it be Celebrity Hopscotch for her
Or Celebrity Snakes and Ladders...?
Juno Watt.. I hear she’s dating...”

She's even been paid to endorse
the products Tiger left behind:

'‘Juno Watt... our balls give your golf
more drive! '

‘Knock knock..’

‘Who's there? ’

‘Juno Watt...”

‘Not yet.. but I suppose you're
going to tell me...’

Juno Watt: Personality of The Year..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Kabir Reading 'Kabir'

See this fine manuscript
so beautifully illuminated round the picture -

why, it’s none other than Kabir!
reading a book entitled The Poems of Kabir;

he’s smiling, laughing, waving his hands -
how can he be enjoying himself so much?

The manuscript doesn't tell you this;
only Kabir can tell you, in that other place..

of all the poems, he only recognises two
as poems that he wrote himself..

but here’s Kabir’s delight today:
many of the other poems, he thinks,

could pass for his!
How wonderful to be so praised in spirit!

As he reads - see, he’s circled round with angels;
they’re all laughing too.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Kabir Reads 'Kabir'

See this fine manuscript
so beautifully illuminated round the picture -

why, it’s none other than Kabir!
reading a book entitled The Poems of Kabir;

he’s smiling, laughing, waving his hands -
how can he be enjoying himself so much?

The manuscript doesn't tell you this;
only Kabir can tell you, in that other place..

of all the poems, he only recognises two
as poems that he wrote himself..

but here’s Kabir’s delight today:
many of the other poems, he thinks,

are good enough to be his!
How wonderful to be so praised in spirit!

As he reads - see, he’s circled round with angels;
they’re all laughing too.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Light Everywhere.

When I was young
and had nothing to say
I thought I was no-one;

when I was still
I thought myself empty;

Now I am older
and become silent

I am everyone;

when I am still,
I am full.

[leaning on Kabir’s ‘ghar ghar dipak barai’]

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 Like That

Was it being empty of everything
or being full of everything,
when the song came during washing-up?

Was it being empty of everything

or being full of everything,

when the tourist outside the school door
glanced as if expecting nothing but the good?

Was it being empty of everything

or being full of everything,

when there was nowhere else but here?
Was it being empty of everything

or being full of everything

when there was no when or where

or why or what or how or who?

Who is to say? It was like that. Like that.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Lonely Winter Afternoon

When the heron's cry
did not echo in the mist,
did the cliffs hear it?

Michael Shepherd
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' 1 Love And Loss And Love Again - A Poem For Jenny
And Her Friends

Loss can be good for us,
researchers say (Nolen-Hoeksema
and Davis,2002) - it's called
Post-Traumatic Growth...

When we ‘lose’ someone

we seldom see these days,

yet always love, we are in some strangely beautiful way
the gainers -

lose someone who, caught a glimpse of
down a school corridor, is like

a mirror in which you’'ll see reflected
yourself as nothing but pure love...

and when you meet her then, it's just as if

you meet love - and a modesty almost uncertain:
as if she had been bestowed the awesome gift
of a part of sun and sunlight, and told,

bestow this wisely...

warmth, and light, and beautiful humility -
even your great talent - I recall

a rare and radiant press review

of a concert in the Purcell Room

where you improvised on, was it, Ravel..?

and when asked why you never built
upon that boost, you said with typical
serious thought, well people don’t seem
to be interested in that sort of thing...

so, the occasional concert; and another
undeveloped gift, for bringing together in opera
people who would never have dared

to seek the gift of singing in themselves...
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so, we the gainers in this sad yet joyful way:
we saw you just occasionally; now,

as often as we remember you,

you're here again, as love.. just, love...

my only sadness, Jennifer,

is that one day, when on your face
(never tell a lady to her face
about her face - yet I insult you
by saying that of you...)

on your face I saw the look

of a little girl who’d done her very best,

yet feared retribution...what demon,

small or large, had you to deal with in yourself?

I regretted then, not speaking out

and asking you about that; yet

you, with your great talent to bring love
were better equipped than I; too wise,
I think, not to know yourself...

for what you brought in your sweet nature -
taking work where it would offer,

playing the piano for a celebrated

but also modest ballet teacher,

playing a white grand piano next to a fern
in Heathrow’s nerve-strained hall...

what you brought was the essence of

that Indian ‘Perfect Prayer’ which so many speak
but not all live out: that nothing can be ‘taken’,
for the remainder is always perfect...

so we will mourn, or celebrate, dear Jenny:
we who were so fortunate,

and who shall remain blessed for ever
that you have lived on earth..

‘sweet are the uses of adversity’ - for
there’s music in our souls
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[Jennifer Bowring Pearce, >2007]

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Love As Self: Self As Love

We do not have to seek for love
nor fear it ever go:

but simply, rest within ourself;
then, love perforce must flow:

for who's the sweetest company,

as parent, sister, brother?

Those restful ones, always themself;
as one who knows no other..

[This came after watching ‘The Big Sing’:
every seat in the Albert Hall taken

by those singing their hearts out

to fine words; while simultaneously and
in unsought parallel, love flowed..]

Michael Shepherd
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11 Love's Grammar Book

I love you.

That's it, really.

all there is to say.

sums it up.

in a nutshell.

the long and the short of it.
the be-all and the end-all.
I know what I mean;

you know what I mean.
more or less.

we know what I mean.
most of the time.

But though love's sometimes
best defined by silence

it may be good

to say a few good words

since you, and love, have taught me
love's grammar-book:

I love 'love'.
though love as noun is difficult to define.

I love love as an adjective:
love's.. just lovely, isn't it?

But most of all

I love love as verb.

and this I know:

this my love's active voice:

I love. (you) .

I loved you. How well I remember.

I have loved you. I'm so grateful for that.

I shall love you. That I promise.

and when all is done, I'll be proud to remember that
I shall have loved you;
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and that
we shall have loved.

And in love's passive voice,
I'm so blessed that

I am loved;

rejoice in the hope that

I shall be loved

and promise that

you shall be loved.

I'll always be blessed that
I have been loved.

and that I can say

you shall have been loved (forever) .

Then there are love's moods

as they're called in grammar:

the indicative - I love you; do you love me?
the exciting imperative mood:

'Love me, do - I promise I'll be true...' or better,
'Love me! Now! ';

the subjunctive mood

which is rather subtler in other languages:
'Don't leave me, please’;

'May we love each other till we die...";

'If only you were to love me

as much as I love you..'

And then, those other parts of speech
that few of us get around to sorting out
but all lurking there under 'amo’

in the Latin grammar-book of love:

The perfect infinitive:
'It is better - to have loved - and lost - than
not -to have loved -at all';

that great feeling

called future infinitive:

to be about to love;

and that dizzy future infinitive passive:
to be about to be loved;
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the gerund:
'Oh the loving and the kissing
and the kissing and the loving...";

that cautious supine:
'in order to love...";

the passive imperative -
the parents' wish (with qualifications) :
'let her be loved'...

and that loaded gerundive:
'fit to be loved'...

All of which, I hope, leaves you
in that state curiously undefined
by grammar -

a sort of active gerundive:

'fit to love' - to love

love's grammar-book

in full

for love conquers all, it's said,
even a hatred of grammar.

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 Loving Life To The Death: Robert Capa

Behind the lens, the eye of the photographer;

behind the eye, the observer;

behind the observer, the immortal soul:

Robert Capa shot

(as they say) five major wars
as mankind’s record

of man’s inhumanity to man.
Finally, was shot himself.

When asked for advice

by a young photographer, he said,
“Like people; and let them know it..

n

And so he printed out his soul.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Machiavelli's Advice To Princes

Cinderella
is a shoo-in.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Making Breakfast - A Study In Conscioushess

Breakfast. Slick operation. You could
make it in your sleep..

you've refined the quantities,

the cooking and the timing

like a pro..

and eating it - you’re even more
brilliant at that — you can

eat breakfast, read the paper,

listen to the radio or tv,

half listen to the wife and kids,

make and take those cellphone calls;
then bestow a salty bacon,

sweet marmaladey kiss on several lips
or cheeks - and off..

But today something gotten to you:

the sun is shining; all’'s well with the world;
this isn’t Monday breakfast, this is
Saturday breakfast...

You find yourself making breakfast

as if you’d never made it in your life before;
you hear the cereal on its way

from the packet to the bowl;

smell the coffee before drinking it;

never has the toast been browner, crisper,
eggs more eggy, tomatoes so.. well, tomatoey;
sweet meeting salt in tasting mouth..

the world’s made new today; and
somehow, you feel as if

you know that much more about yourself;
some sure sense of direction

seems to fill your heart and mind;

you're on good terms with

the Creation as of now.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Meditation

The wise say, those who wholly dedicate
their being to the Lord, receive from Him
the gift of His whole self, forever, now..
how irresistible this promise sounds!

But irresistible to whom or what?

The ego hears this promise; makes of it
what ego shapes; so offers not the whole,
the being; but what ego’s made of it...

And yet, this is a start - to offer Him
not being, gift-wrapped in entirety,
but more, a catalogue: of all that mind

knows of itself; all that it knows it’s not..

O Lord, my heart I offer to You, whole;
my mind, but part by part; in sum, my soul!

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Meeting Brahman On Equal Terms

Posted: Thu Sep 10,2009 11: 52 am Post subject:

From ah to ha..

Sacred jokes don't travel well.
They have nowhere they can go...

He told me how as a young seeker
he went to the guru and asked
about the nature of the Brahman...

The guru’s eyes twinkled as he said,
That’s a very good question...
not many people ask that...:

here’s a pen and paper;

now write your question carefully;

fold it neatly;

now put it in your dhoti kurta pocket there

and when you meet the Brahman,
ask Him the same question...’

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Metaphor.

Like the unicorn,
they have to need to be;
to hear our need for them to be.

Like time,

they must creep up on the writer,
on the reader,

invisible

yet with inevitability

which cannot be escaped.

Like thieves,
they must enter unannounced,
take what they must.

Like mice,
they must take up residence
until there is no longer sustenance for them.

Like bailiffs,

they must demand entrance;
be admitted;

take their just exchange.

Like housekeepers,
they must earn their keep
by keeping us in all we ask of them.

Like lovers,

they must prove themselves

part of our lives

until our earthly sentence ends the dream.

Like children,
they must know their place;
then be loved for themselves

beyond life itself.

For they are life,
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revealing its boundlessness

with all the freshness

of a lettuce cut from the ground,

the well-prepared, fine ground

in a landscape that stretches out, is limitless.

Do not deal lightly, or be profligate
with metaphors; they are our life-blood.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Metaphors

Like the unicorn,
they have to need to be;
to hear our need for them to be.

Like time,

they must creep up on the writer,
on the reader,

invisible

yet with inevitability

which cannot be escaped.

Like thieves,
they must enter unannounced,
take what they must.

Like mice,
they must take up residence
until there is no longer sustenance for them.

Like bailiffs,

they must demand entrance;
be admitted;

take their just exchange.

Like housekeepers,
they must earn their keep
by keeping us in all we ask of them.

Like lovers,

they must prove themselves

part of our lives

until our earthly sentence ends the dream.

Like children,

they must know their place;

then be loved just for themselves
beyond life itself.

Like life:
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revealing its boundlessness
in a landscape that stretches out, is limitless.

Writer - reader -

care for a metaphor as for one you love:

as you love yourself;

they are our life-blood: for they tell of what
can only be said quietly, with a touch of hand,
to those whose heart is listening.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Metaphors, Similes And Stuff - Pooh Bear Explains

Christopher Robin and Pooh walked slowly down the path in the woods, treading
on the occasional crackly twig.

'CR..." said Pooh, 'What's a Poeh Tree? Is it the same as a Poem, or a hum?'
'Well, Pooh, the very very best Poeh Tree in the world is your own:

'Isn't it funny
how bears like hunny?

It's what I call rum-ti-tum-itry. Everyone likes rum-ti-tum-itry. Even grown-ups.
Rum-ti-tum-itry is friendly. Rum-ti-tum-itry is like two friends walking together.
Like you and me, Pooh. Which makes you the very best rum-ti-tum-iter in the
world..."

'That's tum as in...? ' asked the Very Stout Bear, cautiously.

'As in @ Hum' said Christopher Robin. 'But then there's other things in Poetry
such as Truth, and Other People Reading It And Nodding. And Similes. And

Metaphors. There's a lot in Poetry.'

'What's a Simile, CR? ' asked Pooh. It sounded like what bees said just before
they landed on something, like a hunny jar, or Pooh's nose.

'It's when you say something is like something else, to help people imagine it.'
said CR.

Pooh had a Think. A Pondery sort of Think.

'Like perhaps - 'happiness is like hunny'? ' asked Pooh tentatively. He suddenly
felt very five-to-four-ish at this Thought.

'That's exactly it, Pooh' said Christopher Robin happily. 'Or even sometimes the
other way around! '

Pooh felt warm inside - almost like after eating honey - knowing now that a
Simile wasn't a threat any more. 'What's a Metaphor, CR? '

'That's rather more difficult, Pooh. It's when you say something is something
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else, and people know what you mean somehow, and say 'Aha! ' and nod their
heads...

Pooh had a longer, Pondery sort of Think.

'Like... teatime means honey? ' he offered hesitantly. Though he knew this was
Truth and Other People Nodding, anyway.

'Something like that' said Christopher Robin. 'And then...' he said carefully, in
case it was a bit too much for Beloved Bear for one day, but wanting to tell him
all the same, 'there's the Extended Metaphor - which I think you might like,
Pooh...' (he said hastily In Case) - 'like in a poem by Rupert Brooke,
where he says 'Is there hunny still for tea? ' but what he really means is, he's a
long way from home and can't get back in time for tea, and feels rather sorry
about it...'

'l see...' said Pooh, thoughtfully - like people do who Don't Quite, but like to be
polite...

Pooh decided there and then that the Poeh Tree was worth finding, now that he
knew three things about it or was it four? It called for an Expedishun.

'Can you talk Poeh Tree, CR? Is it like what we are talking now?

'T think that's called a Prose Poem, Pooh' said Christopher Robin.

It was getting near to what Metaphoric Poets like Edward Bear call Time for a
Little Something. Christopher Robin and Pooh turned and walked back slowly, the
silence broken now and then by a crackly twig just waiting to be trodden on.

Pooh held Christopher's hand tight, as he was doing a lot of Poetic Thinking. He
was wondering how anyone could be so far away from home that they couldn't

get back home for tea. And worse, not knowing whether there was hunny in the
cupboard or not...

But then he had a little five-to-fourish Hum, when he remembered that there was
indeed hunny still for tea...

'Rupert Brooke at ten to three
knew he wouldn't get home for tea;
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but now it's nearly five to four;
time for tea and Something More.'

Poetic Bears, you see, know all about Metaphor.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Mintbright Coinwords

On a sunful, funful, easeful sorta cloudwhite airblue day,
we sat exchanging coinages
in a smileful, timepass way;

quickthink and latersad,
poets know it well:
mindrich and speakful,

make each tongueword tell!

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Minutes Of A Day's Work On The Bible

Around 1608; a pleasant day in Cambridge;

eight men sit round a table. Originally there were nine:
Dr Lively who presided at their speedy start

is now departed their distinguished company;

gave his lively life to this great enterprise, some say.

Among them still, the greatest of divines and
Hebrew scholars of their day.

This, the seventh version of the Bible
through its history; ‘seven times purified’

as the Bible says itself,

through Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, Latin,

and English versions over centuries...

Since 1604, they’ve worked upon their
allotted section of the Bible; one sixth;

now they’re on the 'Canticles'; today

it's Psalm 46: God is our hope and strength,
a very present help in trouble...

They have arrived now at the final verses:
God has stilled the warring armies
of the outer world; and now to still the inner world...

‘Lette goe; and knowe thatte I am Godde’..
that, the learned Hebrew scholars say,
is how it actually translates...

‘Bee stille and knowe..’ they find in earlier translation;

which command should they pass down

to centuries to come? Which sound tells the soul

the most, of its true nature? Or which sound will aid the soul
the quickest to return to its true self?

The scholars and divines, (all 54 of them in sum)
work at phenomenal, at godly, speed;

this is the great work of their lives;

‘Let go’; 'Be still” - which has more

the ring of soul’s eternity?
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All have done their homework; rolled the words

around their tongue, their mind; heard them

uttered from the pulpit of their inner house of God;

a brief discussion; summary arms then raised in silent vote;

one command, they have agreed,

is for our present help in trouble, for

the moment now; the other is for ever;
the soul’s instruction from its peaceful self;
as God speaks to the angels, who

speak to the hearts of men:

the room falls silent; while
the secretary scratches in the wet black ink:

‘Be still and know that I Am God’

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Miss Piggy Regrets..

Miss Piggy regrets she’s unable to lunch today, madam..
Miss Piggy regrets she’s unable to lunch today:

That tastelessly named flu’s got her

(She forgot to wash her front trotter...) so

Miss Piggy regrets she’s unable to lunch today..

Miss Piggy regrets she’s unable to lunch today, madam..
Miss Piggy regrets she’s unable to lunch today:

It's a swine of a stroke of bad luck:

Her eyelashes, she sneezed them unstuck... so

Miss Piggy regrets she’s unable to lunch today...

Miss Piggy regrets she’s unable to lunch today, madam..
Miss Piggy regrets she’s unable to lunch today:

She’s all pink from her snout to her face;

Her mascara’s all over the place... so

Miss Piggy regrets she’s unable to lunch today..

Why not try the lamb today, madam...?

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Monastery

Up the long flight of stairs

every tread echoes from stone walls
as if to comment on how stillness
tells of sound its silent origin.

In the quiet library, the central table
bears a careful written message:
‘Silence is spoken here’..

and that’s truer than
at first it seems to read;

round the walls, shelves of books

as silent as the monks

standing upright in their stalls

witness words that seek to share;

yet ultimately, wave fare well, turn back;

speak of silence sought and silence found;
yet cannot speak of silence;

in the name of silence, take a book,
well-worn, from off the shelf;

meet it in the silence of the room,

read a few words, and lay it down;

glance at the other readers round the room;
fall still.

Here, silence speaks of stillness;
stillness joys in silence.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 My Past And Future Self

It has to be; one day, perhaps,
we’ll know the wisdom absolute of this;

and yet, and yet... I'm just a little sad,
not to meet my self in previous embodiment

and say, thanks for the baton that you passed
in this relay race of self to self

through millions of forms of life, they say;
you played your part; worked through your destiny,

gave cradle-gifts; withheld some too,
to test me further on the path of life;

I hope you’ll look upon me as your godly son;
smile; say, yes, he’s made good use of life..

And I'm a little sad, as well,
not to meet my self in next embodiment;

and say, here’s wishing you the very best;
sorry, that I could not give you more...

but this; and this; I hope you find these good,
and helpful; happy; take this love, this joy,

this hope, this trust; this baton’s made of gold;
grasp it firmly; run a goodly race;

we’ll watch you proudly from the stands;
smile; say, he's trained well for this life..

And now, this said, it matters, and it matters not;
as present melds into eternity.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Nature's Rebuke; Or, What Are Words Worth?

Only recently, you asked me
for my ‘Laws’ — as if you asked the Sun
just where his golden rays shall, in the moment, strike...

and now you rashly ask me, why, then, I create...

you should not have questioned me..

but understand me as I understand myself:
keep silent; understand by silence;

for I am not accustomed to your human talk..

For what is there to understand? What comes to be
comes as the object of my silent contemplation;
comes into being naturally; it is myself.

I too was born of such a contemplation;
and so I have a natural love for that;

as geometricians contemplate, and then may draw,
so my contemplation - in my timeless nature -
brings out of passing time, the products of myself;

and if you find new lines
in bodies that come forth from me,
I did not draw them; though they come from me..

the lines, the frills

of daffodils

all shine, not by my planned design
but from tranquillity;

just contemplate;

and in that state

I'll be your village preacher;
taken, shaken, by surprise,
you too shall share my nature;

morning, evening,
here nor there,
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earth hath no earthly manmade thing
to show more naturally fair;

be tranquil, Will, and just be still;
in silent scents, to taste my will..
all else is hubris; blasphemy;

shut up! and have respect for Me...’

[The first part of the poem follows closely
Plotinus' Ennead III 8,4,1-10;
the second part, er, followed..]

Michael Shepherd
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I I Never Say It Is Not God

Never say it is not God.
Hafiz said that, lived it.

And that’s all really:
no need to dress it up,
make a poem of it,
claim it, as if

I thought of it first..

And anyway it’s personal:

you and I could spend days
discussing what the last word means;
finish up hating each other.

It happens. And they have

a rifle in their hand, a bomb.

It's a divine game,
the game God plays.

You know the games all lovers play:
‘Where are you darling? ’

‘I'm not here.. come and find me...
ah yes - the bedroom...

‘You only love me for my body...’
‘Yes darling... but I love you for your mind too, , ,’
‘But you're always arguing with my mind...’

‘Yes darling - that’s why I love you...

‘Will you love me when I'm old and wrinkled and crumbly? '
‘Darling, I'll love you all the more...

‘T love every bit of you...
‘Ah but do you love me with every bit of you...? ’

‘I'm a striped tiger come to eat you up every bit...ggrr...”
‘And I'm a lion come to gobble up the tiger...’

Ah yes, the games that lovers play...
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What makes you think God does not love
to play these games with you?

And even when you call Him God,

and not your Lover, or your Friend,

as Hafiz does - and many other names beside,
that could be His best game of all...

when the whole universe

and all its creatures, run
toward you, calling out

‘I'm Yours... I'm yours for life...
as lovers do.

Never say it is not God.

Michael Shepherd
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1 I New Poetess Laureate For Uk

This is a formal announcement today:
we have a new Poet Laureate.. hip hip hooray..

‘But who is he? Oh.. it’s a she-poet Laureate...?

so (because I don’t read poetry, of course..)

is that something I should shout hooray at?

or have committees once again, backed the wrong horse? ’

Well, she says she’s not ‘going to write
for Edward and Sophie’...

she’s Sapphic and butch, and called
Carol Ann Duffy

and you can guess, from what she says
that there’ll be no Royal seal in wax
on her democratic classless ways...

(Right now, Supplement sub-editors are trawling her stuff
to find something printable
that’s ‘poetic’ enough...)

The story is, ‘she’d have got it on the last occasion’
except for the aforementioned Sapphic persuasion...

But aren’t poets supposed to be beyond such trivial pursuits? ...
and just write poetry and truth; in high heels or in boots?

(And there’s always the hope, with or without Royal permission,
she might say something new about the female condition...)

so, Edward and Sophie with your middle-class morals -
watch out! We could be in for some hard-hitting quarrels
re ‘The Nature of Poetry’ ... and about time too:

since poetry’s subject is the deepest me and you...

so the Forum poets here (in this empty music-hall)
hope you stir us up, and have a prancing, dancing Artists’ Ball;

as with controversial old Ted Crow, Poet Laureate and toughie,
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we shan’t expect respect - coz you ain’t no fluffy Duffy...
Now chaps - gold watch and thanks to Andrew’s poetic potion:
you could call it - for what words are worth - as

‘tranquillity, recollected in emotion’...

...But sadly, already, in these economic downturn times -
Blackwells offer ‘3 for 2’ on CarolAnn Duffy’s rhymes...

Michael Shepherd
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I I New Year Irresolution

‘So, what do you yourself wish for
this 20097 ..” the microphone
is thrust; the videotape awaits...

and perhaps, there’s some golden link
between New Year wish and New Year resolution...
between the individual will and the universal..

meanwhile, the sceptic stands aside, at the crowd’s edge,
without a wish or resolution; wondering,

‘are things/is the world, a better place,

at this New Year than at the last? ’

But, who then to set some standard
by which to judge this increment?

Who can measure happiness in bulk,

or goodwill to all men? How do Goodness,
Truth, and Beauty fare,

at this ending of the year?

One criterion is certain: fewer now believe -
now Christmas is for sale itself, with
massive reductions in all departments

of the human store..

yet we manage, thank you, very well
without the concept God..

But let’s suppose - as some wise men have claimed -
that though man needs no god,
that God needs Man...

then God is one whole grisly year the wiser now
about this species, Man, whom He wound up

with His divine gold clockwork, and set down on garden soil...

now there’s a happy thought for 2009...
a wiser God about His human child..
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But how, you ask, the proof?

the proof, dear reader, of this charming
whimsy, is entirely yours...

and only to be made in present moment;
where God forever dwells.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Noh Poet

The cuckoo's sad song
says it cannot write high coos -
always six syllables!

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Non-Dualism In A Nutshell: From The Sanskrit

Who has a child in him so bold, to ask,

‘But is there anything God cannot do? ’

‘Yes! One thing — which to know, is your life’s task:
God cannot separate Himself from you! ’

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Not Averse To Poetry..

Do you see life
through prose-coloured spectacles?

or has the squid of poetry
inked you into its tentacles?

There’s much more rubbish writ in prose -
though soppy verse

can be much worse;

or tepid epics
with vapid topics;

or stanzas dull
and fanciful;

or limericks
with silly tricks; or

couplets mock-heroic,
like empty crocks echoic;

lines that would be better for
their not being stuffed with metaphor;

unkempt attempts at simile
that register but dimmily;

and ‘moanalogues’ from broken hearts;
sad mishap crap; linguistic farts;

slam-dunk bawls, that mean **** all;

rhymes that over backwards bend
to cap a couplet at their end;

elegies, whose energies
not rapt, but sapped; and seldom apt;

dust-dry stuff that vaunts ‘tradition’;
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limp Latinate, like micturition;
or classic odes
with massive loads

of sheer incomprehension..

My final word, in fine old words:
say what you mean... why be absurd?

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 O Best Beloved

In the dark unsleep of restless night,
in the black heaviness of siesta in the sun,

in the enchantments of the world,
in a day of future dreams,

the Lord can seem so far away;
too far to know, too far to call,

in the emptiness of heart; in
the drowning whirlpool of the head;

is your head already sunk upon your breast?
O dearest - O beloved of the Lord -

your eyes are nearest to Him now!
too near even, for your arms to hold;

for His image is already there,
sketched upon your heart

in gold and silver, emerald and rose,
fragrant as a garden freshly watered

from the fountain that eternal plays;
His eyes are shining with the thought of you;

He waits there as a child, impatiently
awaiting His companion bursting through the gate

to play together in that garden without walls; for,
remember that He made you so to play with Him;

don’t keep Him waiting; it’s so short a distance
from your humbled head, there, to His image in your heart;

open all your senses to His bliss:
run, run...laugh; go play with Him...
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He knows more games to play than any could devise;
run, run... laugh; go play with Him...

(Sri Vaasudevaananda Saraswati, 1999)

Michael Shepherd
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11 On Being A Poet

When Hafiz
sang the poetry in his heart
in the beautiful gardens of Shiraz

they said his voice was like
pouring light into a cup
when the soul is thirsty

so no-one wrote it down; for

the page does not always sing;

better now, to seek out an old woman
who had heard Hafiz when she was young,
ask her to speak those verses

as she remembered them

or even to ask her grandchild
who remembered the light
of his voice in her grandmother’s eyes.

Because Hafiz
never saw anyone
who is not God

he called God sometimes Friend,
sometimes Beloved,

or Sweet Uncle, Generous Merchant,
The Immediate One,

The Problem Giver,

The Problem Solver, or

The Clever Rascal.

Because Hafiz
never saw anywhere
which is not God

he gave God’s address as
sometimes the holes in the roof,
or the cracks in the walls,

or even the back door
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of a favourite pub

where God is the dancer,
the musician, the wine,
the beautiful companion.

Hafiz knew

we need poets

to bring rest and refreshment
because separation from God

is the hardest work in the world.

So don’t do a thing;

just rest there, and
we’ll bring you what you need.

[To Daniel Ladinsky, translator of 'Hafiz',
Shams-ud-din Muhammad,
€.1320-1389]

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 On Looking Into A Cot

For you and you alone,
Creation has somehow come about..

for a moment, held its breath
and then, breathed you,
to demonstrate its awesome powers.

For you and you alone,

worlds have collided: not

the planets and the stars

in their graceful distances

(though some say, even they colluded) -

but worlds of cause and mind and body;
for you and you alone,
miracles have become commonplace.

For you and you alone,

the gods invented blue:

painted the windows of your soul
which have yet to focus,

with a blue so delicate yet bright,
so here and yet so far;

eyes that just now for a moment opened,
remained unimpressed,

closed into a smile

at what you still remember deep inside;

For you and you alone,
a lifetime’s been prepared

(some say you wrote the first draft of the script..

but right now, you and we
live only in the present; may you
live always in that..

For you and you alone, all one,

Love is.
Love that made the world, sustains it; the

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive

364



infinite electricity of your mother’s touch,
your father’s sheer delight;
for you and you alone, Love is.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 On Not Writing A Poem

and sometimes I'm sitting, quiet,
wondering whether a poem somewhere
would like to speak through me

and it doesn’t

but the stillness as I wait -
that’s good.

Then just occasionally, when
I'm not visited by a poem,
I visit — without planning - Poetry.

It's a place without a name

where many things meet:

there’s space, and hope,

and possibility, and, out of the present,
a future growing..

and something that’s not less, or

not less bright, than gold;

where all the poems that have been written
mix on friendly terms with those
that are yet to come;

with a sense of company, humanity,
very undemanding, and what Pooh Bear
would call, Everybody Listening...

and there’s no claim, no need

to write about I Was There

and Experienced This, and do you wish
you had too, and here’s my name

so modestly after a line space

and it’s very refreshing, even

reassuring in its way. Maybe

if we were back in, oh, Greek times?

I would wash, put on a white robe,

take a sweet cake, some oil, some wine, an olive branch,
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walk slowly up to the temple,

tap the road dust off my sandals,

then between the cool pillars,

place the offering at the feet

of the golden goddess; silent
somewhere between thanks

and praise and the place called prayer;

and then I'd return home, peaceful

as if blessed. A more poetic image? Perhaps
it's the same place: the mind

was there, the body’s here.

It’s good. You were there too.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 On The Incredibly Subtle Art Of Walking

You're walking down Princes Street
or across the market square, or

in front of the museum, or
towards the bus or rail station..

and he’s there, with his poster on a stick

and handmedown clothes; and

despite lowering your eyes, he says to you,
‘Do you have Faith...? ' but of course he means
that other sort... or higher sort...or whatever...
and smart answers will drip off him

like the rain that’s dripping from his mac...

so, no use pointing out that every step
you quickly take in passing him..
is taken in a total faith, unquestioning...

Walking is very, very tricky...if

you never learned... or have to learn again...

you want to move forward: shift your centre of balance
dangerously forward to be off-balance...

counteract that by extending one leg firmly...

now, with that leg as lever, return your centre of balance
through the centre of the body, to your other leg,
which you then extend, repeating the mirror-image
(without prior thought...)  of your previous action;
now add to this exquisite balance,

a swerve to left or right to avoid

the oncoming pedestrian who believes

his ego has the right of unswerved way...

Congratulations! You've just managed

two steps, in one of the most intricate manoeuvres
a human being has invented, since... since when?
(Of course, you don't believe in evolution,

Adam walked upright, right...?)

Yes, you have faith, my son... but
try not to think too much about this
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as you walk...yet, perhaps

a little wonder, even gratitude
would do no harm... now,
where’s my walking-stick?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 On The Morning Of Christ's Nativity

This starry dawn - the wise men yet afar -

the shepherds are abed, their night's task done.
Is Mary tired? Or, as one untouched?

All birth's a miracle; not less this one.

The cattle have bestirred at hint of morn,
the thought of feeding making moist their muzzle;
straw is rustling, as they, manger-drawn,
find unfamiliar form- so warm - to nuzzle.

What were the first words Joseph softly said
to Mary, as dawn broke, this day of days?
And who, sent from the inn to cattle-shed

to feed and lay fresh straw, fell still in praise?

How long, this morn, before the murmured sound
of voices in the street, as Word gets round?

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 One For Ramana

The thunder asked
what is lightning?

The root asked
why is a flower?

The pupil asked
who is the teacher?

The space asked
where is everyone?

The circle asked
when is the end?

The stillness asked
whence word?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Oneliness

Sometimes the keyboard

gets fed up with sausage fingers
and takes matters into

it own electric energies,

its cyber wisdom that knows
only nought and one..

and who wants to hear a poem

about ‘my’ loneliness

as if writing about it will dump it all on you
and I can get on with my life

but oneliness ah that’s something

I don't even need to write a poem about
I only need to say it and you know
exactly what I mean

now the computer has reminded me:

when you’re complete, invulnerable,
need nothing more; when even dreams
fall still in awe of oneliness..

oneliness.. it has the sound of authority

as if medieval mystics like Juliana of Norwich
or the writer of the Cloud of Unknowing

are sharing the knowing of it with us;

perhaps the computer, too, switched off at night,
sighs and knows with a shiver of delight

that state that knows itself like maybe

nought and one may know themselves; like
truth just knows itself;

so good, so beautiful; warm

as a shared heart;

oneliness

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Open-Air Concert

How soft the faces
of listeners to music
this summer evening!

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Opera Dei- Mozart To The Life

It's a snapshot, except

before the age of the camera
yet more of a decisive moment
than any posed painting

as any photographer,

lighting director, would see,

he’s next to you, could be

round about the fifth row back

of the stalls; looking so straight ahead
that it doesn’t seem to be

the stage box; and it must surely be
a grand theatre, the lighting’s strong

on his white neck-stock,

his powdered hair, even catching

the lower white of his focussed eye;
he all there, he’s all here, and
attentive as a critic; the opera,

as it surely is, is playing and engages
all his faculties; and yet

there’s an appreciation

holding his lips far from the

childish joke, the poverty, the family deaths,
or even from the unimaginable creation

of music that speaks of something

deep in human hearts, speaks

of something beyond the human heart.

He’s listening to the music

as if he’d never heard it before yet
you can see it’s all inside him, too -
whatever ‘inside’ could mean

to genius;

it's Mozart, there beside you

as you sketch him, as the
music you’'re not watching
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as you watch him and your pencil
X-rays your very soul and
finds it wholly good.

So I'd like to thank him

in his celebration, our celebration,
for telling me just what it’s like

to be told in music

what life’s about, and

more.

Michael Shepherd
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ITPRAISE

Whatever that you think you lack - give that! ' -
this saying, heard, lodged in my mind a space;
like seed that hides in earth - yet not inert:

its hidden clock an instrument of grace;

the mind, the soil, that meanwhile, does not know:
it neither knows what lies in its embrace,

nor its own precious nutrients which grow

this seed; nor sees the Sower, nor His grace -

until one day, when in some Spring of light,
I realised: I, meanly, denied - praise:
the praise of human beings in my sight;

and thus, the praise of that One source of praise..

so sought occasion, each and All to praise;
now Praise, with golden hand, seeds all my days.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Panchadasi Chapter Two

O Lord, You are my own self..
remind me, now, that my own self is You..

and that’s about the measure of it:
if I were to speak of You, or praise You,
I would speak verbs, and nouns, and sentences;

remind me, Lord, that every verb
speaks of, and yet hides,

Your Creating, here and now;

that every noun speaks of, and hides
the single every name of You;

that every sentence describes, hides,
Your Creation and its beauty;

so take me, know me, Lord, to be
Your silent worshipper and friend

in the stillness of the temple of OurSelf.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 377



I 1 Patanjali - For Alison

The boy Patanjali,

flying his kite in the breezy Thiramurti hills
one day cut the thread; the kite

sailed over the hills upon the wind;

asked why he had done that,
the child had no answer;

only his future life
and yoga sutras.

The kite was silent, dancing in its joy;
we, that joyful kite.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Peak District

Summer sunset lights
a mountain eagle; circles,
shares blue sky with stars.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Philanderin' And Phillarkin': How To Be A Modern
Poet We All Love

Just two things. Write so that we can

understand you while lurching in public transport
book in hand and understand you because
you're like us but imaginative and funny with it
and make us think; but no fancy stuff:

we want to be sure you've been there,

done it, got it down on paper

and that it’s the same there as we've been;

and the other thing but it's not essential:

the better you write, the more we are reassured
by a colourful life well OK scandalous:

a rich and very varied sex life would be good:

a day with Paris, a week with Princess X

then three weeks with some anonymous scrubber
(no gender discrimination here by the way)

would play well. And if 50% of your liaisons
refused to talk (e.g. it was brief but profound)

we could read avidly and then hate the other 50% who told all..
but that doesn’t mean that a vigorous sex life
permits you to say all women are hoes or

call your very private wife ma bitch..

and drink to excess of course, mixing your drinks and company:
though remember, dying young is no longer

a career move in these times

of trivial pursuits and careless raptures;

as for drugs, OK if you must

in which case a ho-hum public attitude from you

indicating you don’t either approve or disapprove

(suggesting that the relationship between chemicals

and creativity is too subtle for the tabloid headlines)

would be better than some extreme stance.

So, Ruth, Derek, and that abstemious Hindu guy -

tell your idiot supporters that more scandal, not less
would well befit a poet who's to stand for all of us
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as Poet Laureate, Prof of Po, Director o fArts Council Poetry;
to assure us that Dionysius is still alive and well and living
somewhere beyond sin and writing great poetry.

*Come to think of it, a rumour that Ruth and Derek
once had a stormy relationship with mutual recriminations
could make this one run and run.

Now that’s what we expect of poets - a bit of phillarkin’ on the side..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Platonic Theology

No wheres or whens
or theres or thens

in meeting angels
unaware

but oh! and wow!
and here and now
may shine angelic

anywhere.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Playing Leapfrog With Isso

The huge toad and I,
staring at one another -
who will think first, and what?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Poem For John Around The Camp-Fire

Arthur with all his knights around
sleep the sweet sleep of time
under the green hills of Avalon;

this we believe; this comforts us.
we'll call them when we need them..

unless, the sharp cold dark night-mists of time
make men forget to spell their children’s minds.

And not only knights, they say,
but all his court, to rise at time of need;

poets, singers, clowns and wise men too;
all sleep the sweet sleep of those
who know what waking is.

Tread the green hills of Avalon
on a balmy summer night

and the faintest sound of horse
snhorting in its sweet-hay sleep

should send you back to tell the tale
to those who must one day know

just when to wake the sleeping court
before it's then too late: wake,

golden; spurred; invincible like truth.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Poem For Mothers' Day

Oh we never know our parents...
isn’t that the cruellest thing?

we were never old enough
to know them as they were;

how I wish I had been just as old
as she and he were; to sit
across the rug from them and say

now tell me the story of your life,
don’t miss out anything..

how could I then not love you more,
you strangers whom I fought to be
myself; where were yourselves the while?

I'm crumpling this poem in

my salty hand and throwing it
into the wind whose wisdom
may dropp it at your feet;

your feet I never washed;
would wash now with my tears;

and then, perhaps, wash history
clean, with touched hands, shared laughter;

as clean now as ever after.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Poetic Sandwich

On a crowded commuter train
pressed between two poets;

caught too for words:
bystanders pretending not to listen;

but today riding shotgun
on Poemhunter between

two poems by Hanque O
full of fresh air and new day. No problems.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Pooh Bear Defines Haiku

Haiku are Poohsticks -
plop! - then mind must cross the bridge

for a nice surprise.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Portrait Of An Unknown Woman To Herself

Bland determination sat upon her public face
where once a smile was;

so busy doing good

she had no time for people.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 388



I 1 Prayer Beyond Praying For

Sometimes, perhaps, the question,
what is prayer? Am I missing
something too precious, not to know of?

Don’t ask. Instead,
peel a potato; scrub a carrot;
find there, prayer -

all your senses, all your faculties,
seeking the very source of things;
finding their own source;

focussed to a fine fine point
on knowledge; consciousness; and bliss;
and love; let’s not forget the love;

that’s prayer. Standing very still by

the childbed, the marriage bed, or the deathbed -
your whole being concentrated in a fine fine point;
so many perfections found to be

in so many perfect places,

in so many moments out of passing time.

And in the stillness after action,

prayer was there before you sought.
You were always prayer.

[after a thought from Plotinus]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Praying Hands

When the whole church kneels to pray

- though some of us just pretend to kneel:
leaning forward uncomfortably,

our ungainly bums only observed

by the row in the pew behind -

the lady next to me does it in style,

yet with observable humility:

she was taught to kneel, I guess, in
Sunday School when she was five or less,
and about seventy years later,

here’s devotion's lifetime posture still:

erect, elbows on the pew’s bookshelf,

so that her hands together point straight,
let’s say, to heaven; counterpointed

by the head a little lowered in humility;

and I study, discreetly, these praying hands,
subtly shaded by a lifetime

in rose, white, grey, yellow, brown, red, blue;
here smooth, here barely covering bone,
here worn, here wrinkled;

the rest of her, devout; an innerness
which I can only guess at

in her lifetime stance; but these hands
with their lifetime of a woman’s work
have, this Sunday morning, offered up
their mighty selves unto their maker God..

When my mother’s dressed for Sunday

she’s a stranger to the child in me:

dressed in matching hat, gloves, handbag, shoes;
not for the public eye or anyone’s approval,

but as the public dresses for its God;

and I glance at these hands, which speak to me
of prayer, of life, that's way beyond my childish mind;
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these stranger hands, with more things yet untold
than I would know or dare to ask of her.

Michael Shepherd
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! I Premadarshana, Or, A Short Course In Love

To be is to love.
To love is to be.

Roll these life sentences

around the space

where your thoughts were

now pretend you never read this.

just be;
pretend you never read this.

[from a thought by Mira]

Michael Shepherd
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' I Quest And Question

To ask a question beyond answering

may seem to some to be a waste of mind..
and yet it may advance some reasoning,
thus, other questions, real answers find:

for instance: if a soul remains itself
and yet is re-embodied many times
until it is returned to perfect health,
no longer grimy with our human crimes -

how can we guess, in this life’s noble aim,
what hideous past so slowly drags ‘our’ feet?
And - if we knew - would then some devilish claim,

the aim, to free our self, somehow defeat?

No answer comes; the question hangs in air;
but now it has been asked, truth may appear.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Reaching For The Dictionary

That efficient movement of the arm -
let it be without impatience,
watched, aware, even graceful -

does not feature in a ballet,
or a film; although it could;
unlikely to be described in a novel;

and as for poetry... no poem yet,

no ode yet owed, to that word-hoard

with which, indirectly, poets live and breathe
and share their being...

but when the moment comes, is seen to come -
how beautiful that movement, full

of assurance, of anticipation

of what this may yield...

for lovely though the world

of that poetic imprecision

which teases the reading, writing mind,

plays with the emotions,

releases the imagination like a glorious balloon...

it's now the moment to look down

from the basket of the balloon

soaring so gently over green fields and earth,
and look for landmarks for a clear descent..

sometimes, it's those geeky, Greeky words
like metempsychosis or synecdoche,
ontological, epistemological...

sometimes, those simple words
like soul, or self...

the pages thumbed over - the choice of paper,

so thin, so strong, just right, itself
brings an intelligent respect -
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aah, that's what it really means...

a moment of treasured satisfaction;

the mind a little clearer now;

the heart perhaps, may know its warmth
in later, wiser ways; actions, too,

may (if we ever notice) be subtly altered,

as the flutter of the butterfly’s frail, strong wings
in some Amazonian rain-forest,

is sometimes said to be felt

throughout the world...

universal mind may breathe a gentle sigh;
language itself, allow a passing smile;

there’s order in the world; harmony
is heard in music beyond words;

the arm and hand, now so graceful,
reassured; the beauty of the mind

so quickly registered that it may

escape; a gratitude perhaps

as quick as eye-blink, and as unobserved

the arm and hand replace
the dictionary there upon the shelf.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Reading The Poems Of Billy Collins

When did you last turn the pages
of a book of poems as if it were a novel?

and how could a Poet Laureate ‘rejoice’-
as they say in flowery poetic language
in the name of Billy?

and it's not so much reading

as being with: as if you're in the same

room with him: he’s over there in the recliner,
self-contained but friendly; he may

say nothing; or make an inconsequent remark;
or launch into a fantasy; or say

something unpretentiously profound..

it doesn’t matter now. You're in the same room
with him, just being.. he’s not making a poem
like you hold a glass up to the light

and polish it; he’s not even selling ‘being’

like some New Age guru; he’s not asking
anything of you.

And thousands who view poetry with suspicion
sigh with relief; take up his latest book

and glance at him there across the room

with a half-smile that somehow reflects his
just being Billy Collins. No, not even that;

just being.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Rembrandt's Darkness, Rembrandt's Light

Here’s a painting by Rembrandt van Rijn -
mark how he bestows the light...

the light of Rembrandt’s conscious painted scenes
falls where consciousness itself shines strongest:

here on a thinking head, deep
in contemplation of the truth invisible;

here on a melting heart; there,
on a pregnant belly full of life;

on this marriage bed, her body
dissolves into the light of love;

here, the golden helmet and the breastplate
say, heroism has descended on mere man.

But mark, too, that other miracle:
see in this corner, the area of black paint:

this is not darkness; not negation of the light;
this is what cannot comprehend the light;

this is the darkness of the unmanifest,
from which all miracles shall in time arise:

this is the black paint stroked on the canvas

by the same dazzling intelligence

which was Rembrandt; the light

yet stored in darkness; what would that light
of things seen, be, without the mind

that understood and marked the not yet Iit?

The secret of that darkness fills

with a brightness that's more beautiful than beauty,
the mind that knows to shut its mortal eyes.
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I | Restaurant

Restaurant; trattoria; tapas-bar;

weinstuben; sushi; cafeteria; eaterie; drive-by; gastro-pub...
what’s in a name? A meal by any other name

would smell as good...

In 1765, M. Boulanger (well named) , a humble
soup-vendor, opened an establishment,

whose soups and broths he rightly called
‘restaurant’, for they were restorative...

Watch this old French film: its very flickering

and jerking seems to give it life: waiters

in their long aprons, whisk in and out

to serve these terrace tables which we’re watching
as that accordeon wheezes, or

the barrel-organ evocatively, endlessly,

rolls out its sentiments..

black berets; scarves; thoughtful Gauloise smoke;
the girls, neat hair; that simple chic
that rich and poor Parisiennes seem alike to share;

this contented man, almost a stereotype

(and yet, he lives a life..) , rather overweight,
has evidently just emptied his plate,

lights his cigar; complacent? Or,

in so civilised a measure,

restored to his former self?

This pair of lovers, evidently

having had a tiff, their coffees yet undrunk,
talk into each other’s pleadfire eyes,
reaching in them for a heart;

ah, now she stretches out her hand

across the table to seek his;

the accordeon plays its triumphant banality:
their love, restored..

See there, at the furthest table,
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that heavy, bereted, pipe-smoking man

who writes intensely; looks up briefly;

curtly indicates to that young girl

to sit with him, but not to interrupt:

isn’t that face familiar, at this Left Bank table?

Is he restoring a familiar world

to sing the barrel-organ’s tune;

or looking into a nothingness,

a being, a becoming, which will

in time, shatter all café-table minds,
steal waiters from their life of service,
yield Calais’s burghers to Hamburg’s faster food? ...
or will the world read; worship for a space;
and then, from black-clad existentialness,
restore itself to brighter mental dress?

Café tables, open to the warm Spring air:
so old a tune, perhaps; but love is there..

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Riddle Rap

Didn't seek it; didn’t choose it;
didn’t want it; can’t refuse it;
so it's up to you to use it;

you must suffer if you lose it;
give account if you abuse it...

what is it?

Now...

[Courtesy Hindu Association of West Texas ' 'Religious blog' initiative..]

Michael Shepherd
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I I Rilke In Rome

The chance remains of another time

and a life that is not ours...

no, there is not 'more' beauty here than elsewhere -
but there is much beauty here,

for there is much beauty everywhere.

Waters unendingly full of life move along the old aqueducts
into the great city

and dance in the many squares over white stone basins
and spread out in wide spacious pools

and murmur by day

and lift up their murmuring to the night

that is large and starry here and soft with winds.

And gardens are here, unforgettable avenues

and flights of stairs, stairs designed by Michelangelo,
stairs that are built after the pattern

of downward-gliding waters - broadly bringing forth
step out of step in their descent

like wave after wave.

Through such impressions one collects oneself,
wins oneself back again,

and learns slowly to recognize the very few things
in which the eternal endures

that one can love.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Rumi's Never Far Away

There'’s a tavern where
Prayer, Praise and Self-Discovery
meet to drink wine together.

They never tire of each other’s company.

Sit at the next table and listen
to their conversation. How
could they not invite you

to join them?

Michael Shepherd
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INSELF'S GRACE

It's said that we are graced
specifically, in three ways:
(though we might add,

but what is human life but grace?)

those three, firstly the divine grace
which we may turn to, any time,

in the scriptures as set down

(which we must bring to life ourselves..)

and then, the grace which flows

through the good fortune to find

(or does he or she find us?)

a teacher who may steer our course
through life, through teachings, and
through the understanding which we bring;

and third and last - and most mysterious,
most powerful, most firmly set;

and most of all, which all our living life
partakes of: grace of self.

But what is that? So darkly set

by our past thoughts, and words, and acts;

so darkly, lightly, made each moment’s presence
by our present life; and which, darkly again,
must influence our future life in ways

or even in our future bodies, if

such teachings as the Hindus hold

may energize our ways...

Can we, should we, attempt a gratitude
to our mysterious former self - that thus
we are, and to our present moment, brought?

So should we, in some novel, inner way,
dedicate our present self - to... self?

Fall silent, still; and in that place beyond

all thought, all word, all act, all sense, all seeing,
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dissolve into ourself; know only, being?

Michael Shepherd
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ITSPLENDOUR

The splendour in the elephant..
the splendour in a king;

the splendour in the human race;
the splendour of the rain, the seas;

the splendour which is God in gods;
with that same splendour, make me splendid, Lord..

from the RgVeda

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Saying The Unspeakable

Such as President Obama
may not say it; but I
who am nobody, may speak it:

the God of many names and One
does not wish division;

you and I (there are no others?)
do not wish division;

who makes division?

Why do all seek an ‘enemy’?
The dispossessed invent an enemy
on whom to blame their plight;

the rich invent an enemy
to excuse their greed;

those who worship God under one name
make enemy of those who worship God

under another name;

even those who worship God under the same name
make sects in order to invent an enemy;

is it because it is easier
to make an enemy than a friend?

is it easier to fear
than to love?

is it easier to hate
than to love?

is it easier to count to two
than think of three or one?

do we feel more powerful
if we have an enemy?
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and now we fire at enemies
invisible beyond the horizon..

are enemies more attractive
to our life than friends?

Tell me, poets, tell me, sages;
tell me, saints; oh tell me God;

tell me, arithmeticians:
when division multiplies

our enemies, why do we
so love division?

The God of many names and One
makes division in Himself
with love and without hate;

you and I (there are no others?)
love each other all the more
in the sameness of our differences;

does human kind
now hate itself so much?

who thinks division, loves division?
makes an enemy of otherness?

forgets that God is One?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Science Rewarded

As children, who have made

their first discovery of the natural world
by their own curiosity, rush into the room,
their eyes shining - so that their parents
love them all the more, even before

they tell them of this magic fact -

so scientists; rewarded for their humility
at the end of a long life, heaped

with honours; initials after their name
that no one understands;

the respect of colleagues;

loved by their students;

blessed above all by that golden thing -
the continuance of delight.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Screen Credits

Hollywood, Bollywood -
what’s in a name?
illusions film illusions;
reality’s the frame...

But Hindus have the best seats
in real life’s picture-house:

resting in eternity,
watching all else pass..

(occasioned by reading the 'Hindupedia' website on Dharma, Ayurveda, and
much else..)

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 410



I 1 Screensaver

It’s night. Across the Hudson River,

the New York skyline at its most

romantic: sprinkled in its wide white way

with office and apartment lights;

wispy night clouds add their movement,

setting off this jewelled velvet;

in the mid-ground, a fire-launch

throws a high and spotlit fountain

to assert that manmade beauty’s not forgotten,
and citizens may share this high-rise paradise..

The French, who have a knack for the poetic phrase,
might pin down in words this strange emotion
of a city seen at night - something

like ‘nostalgie de l'inconnu’ -

a nostalgia for the unknown...

paradoxical sweet yearning in

a thousand lighted windows behind which
humans like ourselves whom we will never meet
share our lives; in this still night scene

(the distant sounds but faintly heard,

though not on our saved screens)

elevated to the holy mystery of life;

the soundless magic of a nightclub

saxophone and wistful clarinet;

a rhapsody in moods of blue.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Scrooge Does Valentine

If your partner doesn’t know by now
how much you love them

without all that obligatory stuff today
which they’ll know you’re doing

because everybody else’s doing it, and they

will have to pretend it's a big deal -
they don't deserve you.
Ditch them. Today.

If you don't celebrate your love

every day and not just this one

in some way or other, and

let them know just how much you care,
love, respect, need, thank -

you don’t deserve them.

Start a new relationship with them
today, and every day..

Today. Or else.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Seasonal Jangle Jingle

Mirthful and merry,
jovial and jolly,
in-laws for Christmas,
prickly as the holly.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Self Liberation

A noun, a name, a concept perhaps,
sitting on the page..
asset-optimization; thought-structure; self-realization...

suddenly, from something you’ve never heard of,
it becomes a consumer desirable...
it's on your shopping list...

better approach it with a laugh; with joy:

I sat there with her, drinking tea

and complaining ever so politely

about the difficulty of being me;

the air in the room grew heavy and even seemed to yawn..

suddenly she sprang to her feet,

opened her arms (I see her now) spread wide

and said (she almost sang) : '‘Be like me! Throw yourself
on the mercy of the Absolute! ’

The whole of the dance of life
in a single movement:

how could I not believe her?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Selfe's Grammar: A Sonnet In The Style Of George
Herbert

O Lord: my dearmost Selfe — why need I nhame Thee?
Whom I need not call - forever near;

O Lord: my wholest Selfe — what grammar speak Thee,
who art Word and Speech, and Mouth and Ear;

Thou art not circumscribed by any Noun,
that any but Thyself hath speech to say;

nor Pronoun Thou - who art both I and Thee
and He and She and every It and They;

All Verbs Thou art; and every verb, Thy act;
and yet, Thy Stillness knows no verb that moves;
no Adjective may praise Thee as Thou art;

no Adverb tell how Thy Love constant proves;

O Lord, my whole dear Selfe: my silent prayer
may speak the louder; Thy sweet Stillness share.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Self-Knowledge

Show me a wrong conclusion
and I'll jump to it.

Show me a wrong tree
and I'll bark up it.

Show me a wild goose
and I'll chase it.

Show me a hare
and I'll hare after it.

Show me a conspiracy theory
and I thought of it first.

Tell me I'm too passive
and I'll punch your face in for saying it.

Tell me I'm too aggressive
and I'll break your bloody neck for even suggesting it.

Call me iggerant
an I'll teach yer...

Who you lookin’ at?
Saw yer lookin’...

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 416



1'1 Senryu To A Curry In A Hurry

The throat smiled, that warm Spring evening;
the stomach sang it to its heart;
but the guts soon shouted farewell.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Shakti

It's even simpler than that:

give yourself to the oneness
in one thing, one activity:

and if it's that, in purity,
they’ll come to aid you with

wonders yet unknown:

it's said, they have no choice;
they too love oneness above all.

[shakti = the powers of the self]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Sharing Eternity - For The Sorrowing

It should be so obvious:

all the ‘eternal values’ which we may see

as worthwhile in our life -

these, we share with those who’ve gone before..
what else more worth the sharing?

and share, more closely than we know to seek:
those whose ‘loss’ to us we mourn -

especially those so recently thought ‘lost’ to us -
they are the ones still closest to us:

they delight to hear from us, chatting in our heart;
in their eternity, so willing to forgive if we but ask;
need no medium, planchette or ectoplasm

to be contacted; if we but wish;

and in the wisdom of eternity which they share
with us within our inmost heart,

so eager now to give, and to forgive, and give again:

beloved teachers, to continue so to teach;
beloved ones, to continue so to feed, draw out our heart with love..

then share eternity, and live!
it should be so obvious..

[from the Shaivite teachings]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Shaving Mirror Haiku

Does this mirrored face
have the same thoughts about me
as I have of it?

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 420



I 1 She Thought Of Plum-Blossom; Touched The
Strings

Posted: Mon Mar 02,2009 1: 34 pm  Post subject:

She thought of plum blossom, touched the strings

Smiling gently in her mind
this mid-winter morning
at the thought of Spring

she wraps herself in padded cotton kimono,
tiptoes through the snow
to the plum tree;

touches so gently tips of twigs
where the buds, too,
warm at the thought of spring;

then bends down, parts the snow

so carefully,

where the shoots of crocus

will soon pull aside the snowy duvet;
stretch; look coyly at the sun;

returns in her own footsteps in the snow;
takes up the shamisen,

touches the strings; is about to sing;

instead she smiles; almost sighs, like a lover,
black almonds in the corner of her eyes;

sounds of shamisen
can be heard in the garden

this winter morning.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Silence At The River Bank

This winter dusk, the wild goose's cry
disappears into the stone cliff:
stillness.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Singing

If the words are good and true,
it's as if the centre of all things
fires and fills; informs the heart;
the heart, the chest and lungs;
the lungs, the unhesitating throat;
space fills the head and voice:

and then, no longer pupil,
but the teacher of the world;
hearing from the centre of that sound

that sound itself may bring about all things.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Singing The Bruised Blues

Poetry

needs listeners to
reflect love's bright
refulgence

otherwise
it dries and dies
a personal

indulgence

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Some Musings On Journalism

On the scale of public aspiration,
‘journalist’ comes second bottom to ‘politician’
- in Britain; whereas in France, it
comes second top after ‘author’...

to be interested in everything, by this calling;
to be interested in everyone, by this calling;
now that’s a calling worth responding to:

to ‘interview’ by asking a first question;

to listen to the very end of answer

until in the silence after the last word,

the next question emerges in the mind; thus

to question so that enthusiasm’s touched;

and in the person who confronts you,

the glow of heart’s true love brings all the light of self
to make the room a timeless temple of humanity;

to have an interview end as such a blessing; and so,
as one exchange of heart returns to being two people,
switch off the recorder, close the notebook;

with glory-lit and humble, slightly moist eye.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Sonnet On The Morning Of Christ's Birth

This starry dawn - the wise men yet afar -

the shepherds are abed, their night’s task done.
Is Mary tired? Or, as one untouched?

All birth’s a miracle; no less this one.

The cattle have bestirred at hint of morn,

the thought of feeding making moist their muzzle;
straw is rustling as they, manger-drawn,

find unfamiliar form - so warm - to nuzzle.

What were the first words Joseph softly said
to Mary, as dawn broke, this day of days?
And who, sent from the inn to cattle-shed,

to feed and lay fresh straw, fell still in praise?

How long, this morn, before the murmured sound
of voices in the street, as Word gets round?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Sonnet: On His Deafness

‘Speak up! No need to shout - I'm not that deaf..!’
-do I have any real right to complain

if years of partial listening have brought

now partial hearing in their fateful train?

O Milton - isn't it curious: the blind

evoke our instant feelings of compassion;
while deafness calls some idiot state to mind -
evoking, far from pity - irritation!

Those saintly mystics would just praise their God
that He, to speed their simple saintliness,
brings outer deafness, so that inner Word

in cloistered silence brings a greater bliss..

So may I bear affliction in good part:
and hear a greater, louder word in heart.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Soul Song: Is This Farewell, Or Simply Au Revoir?

'Soul' - you've stood your ground now
for many thousand years; even when
they said God’s dead - and lightning did not strike..

you've held our hopes of heaven; even when
we ceased to know just where they were

no longer sky and blue and white and grey,
in thunder and in innocence;

and kept our thoughts of death and life,
filed 'To Whom It May Concern’;

you have two lodgings still: within
church doors; at graveside; and at prayer;

more of a signpost: ‘Keep to
the public path’, than certain destination;

and still living in that music’s ecstasy
that stirs the feet and lets the heart burst forth...

but now? as God and heaven hide their face
because we cease to look their way,

have you drawn up that lovely silken veil
across your face; that Indian face

that knows its ‘soul’ as servant of the Self;
has known it now for full ten thousand years?

or do you lurk now in laboratories
of cranial research, brain-scan; and

consulting rooms of cognitive research;

to walk in, smile and laugh and say
oh did you miss me? ...

or do you whisper in the present ear
of writers on The Power of Now?
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Or one day soon, will you reveal
you were, before the Holy Spirit was?

Tomorrow, Soul, how shall I say your name
in silent prayer? in mind beyond all words?

Love needs no name in presence evermore; so,
'Soul' - is this farewell? or simply, au revoir?

[out of a conversation with a Doctor of Theology]

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Sounds In Mind

This mind is full of sounds...
like Shakespeare’s island; though
no mind is like an island...

where are all those sounds stored,
indexed, waiting tidy on their shelves?

Only when a sound returns

do you realise that it's been missing..
hasn’t deprivation always been

the Creator’s pointed message to us?

just now, sitting with a teacup,

after a ‘testing’ week...

a gentle, sweet and reasonable
woman’s mother voice returns

to mind's uncatalogued fine inner ear;
reminds me it’s been absent for awhile..

and the world that seemed so alien last week
surrounds me with its mellow sound of care.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Spiderthread

Spiderthread
This cool early morning
when summer is remembering autumn

a spider hangs busy
off the end of a twig;

it has plans: a thread
stronger than steel, it’s said

which runs out and out,
back and back

beyond the horizon,
beyond the creation of the world

into the mind of God.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Spring Cleaning

O Sun,
you speak in metaphors

shining with a wintry discontent
grey-yellow on this dust

that dodged your view
until today

or perhaps, you are yourself
the brightest fiery metaphor of all

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Spring In Yoshino

The cherry blossoms
heard the temple bell and bowed;
fell gentle as snow.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Stevie Smith Reading Her Poems

She was not yet really 'known' -

but asked to read by this small group

of older Jewish refugees and eager youngsters,
talent destined for a fame,

at the tiny Gaberbocchus Press

which did not affect at all
the self-contained aloneness
that walked up the aisle from door to barely stage

and in a clear dry voice neither apology nor hope
read her poems that gave a meaning

to the new word 'throwaway' - they were her,
she read them, threw the invisible sheets away,
and if you caught them as you laughed

which was easier than crying tears,

so be it.

Her voice at the poems' end

was herself: as if, not waving, no, but drowning, neatly,
with a certain acceptance,

in the incomprehensibility of life; she read

as if when the poem ended

you might quickly but quietly rise from your seat

and leave, not rudely but because

there was nothing more to say

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Stillness: A Poem For The International Day Of
Stillness, November 28

'Stillness is my beloved teacher.
From her, I learn new things every day.'

I said to Stillness,
how can you teach me so well?

Stillness said,
By being with you always.

I said to Stillness,
How can you teach me so much?

Stillness said,

Because you have much within you;
I, but @ mirror for your mind;

I, but a mirror for your heart.

I said to Stillness,
O my beloved teacher, will you
promise me you will never leave me?

Stillness said,
I cannot leave you;
though you can leave me..

but what is stillness without a companion?

I said to Stillness,
Is your work hard?

Stillness said,
I have the most wonderful task that I could wish for:

I sit with babies while they smile;

I sit with children in the classroom
as they delight to learn;
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I sit with the angry and disturbed,
And watch them grow to peace;

I sit with the sad and lonely and bereaved
and watch them rediscover happiness and joy;

I sit with kings and queens and rulers
while they find wisdom and mercy;

I sit with governments and committees
while they find reason and justice;

I sit with artists and scientists,
and watch them find new things outside themselves,
and find new things within themselves;

I sit with those who pray or meditate,
and watch them find God in themselves;

I sit at the feet of saints
while they become perfection;

I fly with birds, in the silence of the air;

I watch the animals as they explore the earth;
I hear the growing of the trees and plants;

I listen to the opening of the flowers;

I walk in the gardens of the dawn;
I walk in the gardens of the dusk;
in the deep of the night, I watch.

Said Stillness,
I am the friend and the companion of all;

who would not love to share my life with me?

I said to Stillness,
may I never leave you.

And Stillness looked me in the eye,
and Stillness smiled at me:

‘T am born with every creature born
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to be their friend for life.’

*x

(With acknowledgements to Iain Trousdell of New Zealand, whose poem quoted
from in the first two lines inspired this extension..)

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Studio Visit

Feet slightly apart, firm
as at stable ease, yet
ready for the glorious unexpected;

left thumb, pressured
white to pink under the nail,
hooked through wooden palette,

its organic shape summoning
some internal organ - heart,
lungs, kidneys, liver -

squeezed dabs of pure pigment,
waiting, vivid, muted, or in
a cosmic swirl of some new sight;

looked me in the eye and said,
ordinary is so beautiful... the studio silenced,
paint brush poised,

and the whole singing world, given
now a blessing, to be its ever
miracle of light and life and space,

of the ordained, of ordered
breath of life shaped as a palette,
shaped as an eye, sheds inner light

on outer, mind that knows only
present here and now; his gaze,
still on mine; waiting for the sight

of the miraculous in pupil of my eye,
mind as his canvas, waiting too
for the world made ever new;

‘only watch, and all else happens;
ordinary is so beautiful.’
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I 1 Sufi

A broken reed. No longer
its feet in earth, its stalk in water;
what will become of it?

Taken by grace; cut; shaped
into new name, new form;
breathed into it, the breath of life;

the breath, heard by a song
unmanifest, that waits to be born
from cause to mind to sound:

how can this sound be described,
the joy of broken reed now flute?

Now the reed can sing; speaks

of how it cried its loss;

yearned to find itself again;

knowing in its heart

that wholeness waits, somewhere, for ever;

now it sings for joy, so purely that
no ears, no heart, can resist its call;

nevermore to part the reed, the flute, the song.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Sunlight On White Paint. For The New Year.

The house across the way is newly painted white.
Right now, that’s all my being seems to need:

this winter morning, sharp, cold, bright and clear,
the morning sunlight pours across white paint;

contains a thousand messages, in me
interpreted.. or simply left to be..

this moment, that’s as much as being craves:
this morning’s glory; and I, born for praise..

even as I write, I watch the sun’s
white paint brush move across the house’s front

and tell the eye of reason that this world
is turning, basking, in this morning sun;

already sparkling on the Bondi waves
as if the world had just been washed anew;

cast early dawn'’s pearl light on Taj Mahal
as if the sun itself could never tire of beauty;

Italian villa forecourts just hosed down,
the air all fresh to meet the warming day;

the gardens of Carmel, eight hours from now,
will paint their flowers fresh with mist and dew;

as every carefree holiday yourself
recall, as proof eternal of pure soul..

and here - the witness of my silent mind
needs nothing, need go nowhere else to find
its very self, this moment without taint:
immortal sunlight shining on white paint.
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' 1 Surgery

Just back from the surgery
(at least it's ‘the’ surgery, not

cold-steel ‘surgery’...)

Surgery. Well-named.
Surges of fear, apprehension,
remorse, injustice, you name it.

On second thoughts, don’t bother.

The reception room’s OK though.
The counter staff are always ready for

a laugh, a smile, a bit of banter.

Today, it’s ‘Do you mind being video'd?
It's a training video. If that’s OK, would you sign

now, and again afterwards? '

Cue for joker: you should have warned me,
I'd have gone to Make-Up first, and I only give my signature

for charity these days...send the fee to my agent
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and next time my people will talk to your people

about the Pers. App....

but they stopped listening halfway.

Then the surgery... it's like a scene

From Malice in Blunderland: as I enter,

I shrink, am diminished to

a slithery list on her computer screen;

judgment day records, and doomful events of personal life
now mere one-liners..

a case-history with the added social disadvantage,

sorry, negatively endowed, of

having a face and body..

Look for the camera, natch -
always ready to falsify my life
for no-one who might care.
Damn, it's behind me;

looks like truthday here.

Spare you the details
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in case you tell me worse.. so

Exit Dwarf, as Shakespeare would have penned it.

You could have surfboarded on the final surge
of peripheral dismissed humanity;

too mean now, to say goodbye

to the deception staff.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Swan Song

Is evolution wiser than we know?

Are we to believe it nothing more

nor less, than threats, in holy or unholy
alliance with blind chance;

survival of the fittest, its whole aim?

And swans, but upside-down giraffes?

Once upon a time... when food became too short

for the short-necked to reach the last top leaves,

the ones with longer necks, survived;

female giraffes, noting this,

sought partners for their progeny among the longer-necked;
and so, nature stretched her expanding world

to - giraffes...

And when the short-necked ducks

ran short of food,

the longer-necked reached down in shallow water..
the females noted this.. and finally... the swan
emerged.. its feathers waterproof,

its bird-feet, larger; claws now webbed...

And thus, we sentimental human beings -
who cannot add such cubits to our stature -
stand and marvel; as those graceful swans
make life seem easy... little do we see

of where their work is done.

Mother Evolution, so it seems,

is liberal with her gifts -

here, an ungainly visual joke;

there, an elegant white curve of beauty.

Hindus name their holy men

as ‘hamsa’, swan: gliding over life;

their work, in inner realms we would not know;
giraffes —camelopards, as they were called

by puzzled Europeans; splay-legged,
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with ears that look surprised;
walking periscopes; waiting

for a poet to join them in a question:

does Evolution need now, to evolve?

Michael Shepherd
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ITTHIS...

This...thing... which visits me,

torturer so intimate

which knows me better than I know myself:
calls out all my resources

to transcend its pains;

changes always its approach

as if it's quite determined to

leave no corner unexplored...

plays on my fears, my hopes, my dreams...:

what can I do but see it as
the hurdle (which I built myself?)
but failed to clear, the last time round;

have another try...see it from
the helicopter hovering overhead
which photographs, but does not feel

the rider or the horse; the going, or the race..

have another try...it is the way
to develop and refine your skills;
another day, another race; and

after it, serenity; detachment; laid-back day..

some hidden deal’s been struck
and time has witnessed it.

You too? You've met this thing

emerging from unreason to the light?
Join me in the stillness; for that

which this affliction plays with in disguise,

this must be love; this must be grace;
this must know its own origin;

all else shall pass; meanwhile,

the joke is this: it's bearable...

if not, it wouldn’t work...

This poem a knowing smile;
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black demon with an angel’s eyes.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Taking Coffee 'With' Jean-Paul Sartre.

It was 1952. We had a limited travel currency.

In Paris, I went one morning to

the Dome Café. There

sat Jean-Paul Sartre, smoking

a large meerschaum pipe

such as Kierkegaard or Nietzsche might have smoked;
he had his morning coffee in front of him.

Simone had not yet joined him.

A circle of young admirers sat at a

discreet distance; most wore black

but the young women could not avoid

a certain Parisian chic in their sombreness,
their existential frown and turned-down lips
around bright eyes.

It was the chance of what we call

a lifetime. Dare I speak to him?
Nothing ventured, nothing gained:

a human being must live his words,
act out his own chosen life in honesty
like Ché Guevara..

I moved to his table. The circle of admirers
were all attention. I saw two of them
surreptitiously take out small notebooks.

‘Is this seat free, Monsieur? ' He knew me for
a stranger in that theatre of the absurd
we call life, where all are strangers.

His arm was a signifier. His hand
indicated an empty seat (not the closest,
which awaited Simone) : his shoulder
gave the slightest Gallic shrug. We make
our own decisions, live by them.

An awed waiter, affecting nonchalance,
brought my coffee. Should I speak to Sartre
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of teenage mountaineering in Canada
and the discovery of philosophy?

No. We would then be
to each other, The Other.

We sat there silent: two beings without meaning
whose meeting was prefigured, whom

only a Creator could have put there;

a Creator whom we must deny.

I spoke through the dry lips of one

who had not yet attained an authentic
aloneness:

‘This coffee is good, n’est-ce pas, Monsieur? ’
Two students took up their pencils.

‘Ca, c'est.. vy I com heere.’

We sat, two human beings magnificent in the
heroism of their aloneness, enjoying,

if that’s the word, a shared appreciation of the coffee
carefully watched by the intellect..

The coffee drunk, I stood up, with a
slight bow - ‘Monsieur..’

He glanced up, but not at me;
Simone had appeared.

I walked away, glorying in

the heroism of those who know they have no heroes,
writing the words of their life,

living by them. The students, awed,

watched my body language for clues

to existence, which might then reveal

essence. Or not.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Talking Hawking Meeting Dawkins

Suppose that ‘Evolution” were throned God,

with all the praise and power accorded That?
Where would that path then lead the human race?
And what new thoughts would fill our mind and heart?
Evolution would then rule three worlds:

As Spirit’s cause, and Mind, and world of Form;
would then be seen in Beauty, Goodness, Truth;
no longer mere Survival’s tooth and claw,

but Lord of evolution of our minds;

of spirit, too, in seeking its true self;

new Age of Reason, calling all our powers

to seek ideals as real; rightfully ours

from genesis to paradise above;

no longer as survival... but... as Love?

Michael Shepherd
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I I Teacher As Healer: An Observation

Even before the question put,

they’re full of quiet attention; something
is already being listened to.. makes

that space, in which a question

may be floated on the air..

tentatively perhaps, or self-concerned,
the question’s put; and listened to;
perhaps with gentle nod of head;

a keen attention; even a half-smile:

you and they are meeting now
in the fullness of the heart, in
a place that’s fully shared:

the teacher, almost eager, so it seems,
to hear more of your truth;
to hear the truth of you.

And as the question nears its end,
the answer floats upon the air
as if it and the question are but one;

the answer gently given, as if
already shared; not given,
not received; but already shared;

(and I saw: each time they said
the words ‘it is’, their spine
relaxed into a greater straightness..)

Who can describe that unity of mind -

as joy in stillness; or the bliss of peace?
Somewhere in the world of name and form,
something has been healed;

wholeness has returned to wholeness;
perfection taken, and returned;

the teacher, too, is still;
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gifts of grace have been exchanged.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Technology - A Thumbnail Tribute To Martin
Heidegger

Tekne’, to the Greeks

was the art of bringing-forth

from the true (and, it's hoped, the good)
into the beautiful:

poetry; sculpture; machinery of wood and metal
such as that which raised the Parthenon;

raised Apollo, Venus, out of stone;

raised myth out of poetry.

And I, we, too have technology
forever at our finger-tips..

Did it happen through chance,
through procrastination,

or through attention given

to a task and needs,

this ‘beautiful’ solution

that mathematicians talk about?

it happened on one godgiven day,
scrubbing those shining new potatoes:
the right-hand thumbnail now grown long
suddenly a more efficient tool

for removing ‘eyes’ and hollowed dirt..

so now, this intimate and valued tool

carefully shaped between a v and u;

and from the fingertip to heart

arises wonder, awe: the gentle curve

of nail gives added strength.. how magnificent
the humblest, least worshipped fingerends

of these so precious hands...

Do I mimic man called ‘primitive’

as I depend on nature’s tools
to alert the inventive mind
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by the attention which, taken so for granted
links us to the gods themselves...?

Tools first, then machines, then ‘technology’
have no limits under divine law:

call them, the exteriorisation

of our brain, our mind:

thumbnail, bridge, interstellar rocket

are thus one in wonder; every action

now to mind and heart, a sacrament;

the bringing-forth, the showing-forth

of Man - the tekne of the gods;

the gods who live, who wake from sleep,

only when Man rounds the circle with his praise.

“Questioning is the piety of thought.”

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Telling The Bees

It was the year before last that
I started to notice it.

Bees wandered into the house
then didn’t remember the way back

Bees. Whose sense of direction used to be
great than any Indian scout;

as if mankind had lost its most valuable gift
-what might that be?

Scientists are still working on the reasons.
There were more lost bees last year;

when they’re half exhausted and quieten down,
staying on the window pane for a few second more,

I take a jam jar and a piece of paper
and take them to the door

talking to them as I did when
I buried that baby swallow when I was four;

indecipherable words that I would use
to a cat run over in the road,

a child in pain; some sort of sounds
of consolation for what’s beyond words anyway

that only music could express.
It's ancient: you should talk to bees;

tell them of all that affects the house, the family;
when there’s a death, you put a piece of black cloth

on the hive. In return, they do things for you
that are beyond your notice or their explanation.
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How can I tell them, we’re so sorry for you, we don’t know,
when we do we’ll tell you; it's probably our fault,

chemicals and stuff. So far this year, only one
huge bumble-bee, I couldn’t catch it;

it hid from me. Perhaps they’ve learned
whatever it is they had forgotten;

perhaps they risked their lives
to warn us: you too have forgotten

something that could kill your species:
you too, have forgotten the way back...

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 That Couple

We love them dearly,
Individually - always will -

but together - lawdy lawd...
they’ve exhausted our sympathy,

our advice, our sympathy again...

they love ‘making up’
more than rowing, separating — don’t we all?

but they love making up, even
more than loving...

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 That Thou Art (For Arthur And Phyllis)

Was this first yellow primrose
waiting for me here
to join it in wordless praise?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 That Ugly Man..

Who can forget- if and when you’ve seen him -
that student whose whole face and body language
shout at you the demand,

‘Hate my ugliness! Tell me that I'm right

to hate myself! ’

That man, of whom it’s said
that once a lady saw, as standing right beside him,
golden Apollo alive himself? ..

Who can know what tricks gods play on us;
or who, of humans, devotes their whole life
to play out this charade?

And how deeply does this ‘ugly’ man
believe this to be his own self?

A living human parable perhaps:
here to remind us just how much
we yearn for, know of, that eternal truth

whose face is beauty; is, ourself.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 461



I 1 That Word - From A Poem By Kabir

What is there to say
about that word?

Nothing. It is itself enough.

Everything. For everything springs from it;
whatever you speak, is praise of it.

Seek it. But where to seek it?

On a clear night, go outside;
see the stars of the Milky Way shimmering there.

Somewhere inside yourself, you will be near
that word.

When you have found that place
near it, guard it:

love its mystery — always beyond;
love its reality - all that springs from it;

writers write from it;
musicians sing it, play from it;

dancers dance from it;

renunciates owning nothing in their snowy caves
are full of it;

even the greedy seek it everywhere;
even disbelievers have to say it, to deny it;

we live in it, move in it, owe our being to it;
yet it means nothing to you until you seek it;

for inside that word,
everything is full of light;

there is enough of that light in one human heart
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to light the whole world.

Breathe in that word;
breathe out that word.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Aged Poet. For Kealan If

When he was young
and life was poetry
and poetry was life
and girls made poetry
in his heart

he’d showed his poems to
an aged poet who

was quiet a while then
nodded his head and
smiled and

said ‘keep writing’

and he swore that day
as long as he could hold a pen
he’d write some sort of poetry

and so he did and so he did

and when he was

too old to hold a pen

he spoke his poetry
some say in an Irish pub

and people came from miles around

and said sure it was a t'‘ousand times
better than to read his poems on the page
which was itself worth -

and that last phrase was poetry

for who is not Irish and a poet

and when he was too old
to walk down to the pub

they came and listened
at his door and at his window

and when he was too old to speak
they came to see his silence
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and left as poets
for their head
had joined their heart

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Algebra Of Poetry. For Jim As If.

OK you’ve written 2000 crap poems you say.
Now pack up this arithmetical stuff:

there’s an algebra to poetry:
equations full of unknowns:

for a start, the 2001th poem that you write
will contain 2000 times the...

well it's a complicated equation:
it starts with the familiar

x for the expression which has improved
a thousandfold since you began;

y stands for the hundreds of times more wise
you’'ve since become, by just writing poetry;

zzz is the way, that half-asleep,
an unforgettable word or line can slip into your head;

z too, for zeal and zest, that Muses love
and fly a little closer while you write..

then, it wouldn’t be a real equation without
‘squares’: for all that's squared within your mind as poetry takes shape;

and brackets: for that intrusive, brilliant phrase
that slips between the wagons of your train of thought,

sometimes so surprising that you’re not too sure
it’s true; but trust it; tomorrow, know it’s right;

and oh so much more to this equation
of knowns equalling unknowns, spelling out a poem;

mass, energy, and the speed of light
writing themselves into some new formula
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which only humility may harness;
a light to light the world with words.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The American Declaration Of Co-Dependence

The rich need the less rich
to oil their lives like soundless hinges
and do the jobs they would not want to do.

The poor need the less poor
to make the jobs for them to do

While those in the middle
have aspirations; work hard;
love their kids; and sometimes
feel warm glow of gratitude
for being safe and middling.

Then when times are tough...
perhaps it’'s time for charity

and co-dependence

and some noble human impulse
that’s social without the ‘ism

that scares the hell out of some folks

so don't take it out
on the President;
America is you.

Co-dependence.

Like when they first
came off the boat

that passed the Statue
with a cry of hope

in many colours.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Caliph, The Craftsman And The Imam (An
Ancient Tale Just Brought To Light)

He was the pride,
sometimes the envy, of the village:

no wealth of jewels, but
a set of gleaming tools.

When asked, he would tell:
I go to the Caliph,
explain what I need and why:

I seek precious things
from the One who does not withhold...

and those around the Caliph

said to him, why are you so generous

to that humble craftsman of fine things?

And why do you listen for so long, to his talk of work?

The Caliph said,
I seek precious things

From the One who does not withhold...

And would you ask me
what the Imam said when asked?

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 The Coincidence Of Contraries

It's said that when the One eternal mind
bursts into glorious multiplicity,

its first divisions enter human kind

as dualism and polarity:

dualism may be met by mind;

by reason, thus returned to unity;
polarity - that tool to stretch our mind -
may bring emotion’s instability:

hate and love, close-twinned, may torture hearts;
joy and sadness dance our strength away;
whate’er we think ourselves, its twin still lurks:

conceit and worthlessness, each others’ prey;

beware these contradictions in the mind;
yet, boldly brought together, One to find.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Conversation

You know, since you've played that game too:

Sometimes, consumed by glowing, burning love
of treasured child, or husband, wife,

it is one further bound of love
to speak of them with a detachment;

casually; offhand; as if it were
of no great current consequence;

you look into their eyes; see there what you see:
love's incoherent boundlessness;

are lost to love yourself;
smile; and play their game.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Dawn Of Christ's Nativity [sonnet]

This starry dawn - the wise men yet afar -

the shepherds are abed, their night’s task done.
Is Mary tired? Or, as one untouched?

All birth’s a miracle; no less this one.

The cattle have bestirred at hint of morn,

the thought of feeding making moist their muzzle;
straw is rustling as they, manger-drawn,

find unfamiliar form - so warm - to nuzzle.

What were the first words Joseph softly said
to Mary, as dawn broke, this day of days?
And who, sent from the inn to cattle-shed,

to feed and lay fresh straw, fell still in praise?

How long, this morn, before the murmured sound
of voices in the street, as Word gets round?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Day When "They' Killed 'Them'

It was the bloodiest day

in those long long years;

that day when ‘they’ killed ‘us’
who were the ‘they’ to them.

The next day we buried ours;
fearing as we turned the bodies
to see a known face: friend, relation.

But it was the boy.

His pockets, stuffed with leafy olive twigs;
as he went out to fight for freedom
freedom which did not ask his life.

I did not know that tears

could be so salty on the lips
beyond all bitterness.

[taken from a described true incident]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Desert Fathers

As far from men, as near
to God, as they could achieve, living
where the desert met the mountains;

their sustenance

beyond our supermart imaginings,
alone or with a few devoted
kindred spirits, they lived a life

of hard work, ascesis, prayer -

with all the urban wit of the best
gentlemen’s clubs, all the perception
of consultant psychiatrists:

observing in themselves in solitude
all the ills of man, before, then, since:

‘We have rejected the light burden

of condemning ourselves, and

we have chosen the heavy burden

of justifying ourselves, and condemning others...

touché, Abba John!

They, a little lower than the angels,
between the desert and the mountains,
between the hard place and the rock,
between human tragedy and

the divine comedy;

on their face,
above rough cloth, rough hands,

humility; bright eyes; compassion’s smile.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Early Blackbird

A blackbird has been sitting outside the window
for some time this morning, and

I'm trying to tune in to its blackbird thoughts,
if indeed it's burdened with such tiresome
delaying tactics to action...

it seems indecisive, though; evidently, plumply,
having well breakfasted; does

the head switching left, right,

a little slower than with alarm,

signify some Hamlet thought?

it could be wondering, if,

in view of what a blackbird would call
global warming rather than

an early summer,

it should sing?

since the early bird, it must have been
taught, or intuited, catches the first mate..

I try looking at it severe of mind,
as mindless tool of Evolution
(and yes, me too...)

only concerned with food and sex
and sex and food,

and other internet concerns

in cyber blackbird space...

but that goes nowhere in the mind..

I open the front door a crack,

whistle a poor imitation of a blackbird’s song;
it twists its head for a moment

as of impatience at some irrelevant comment;
flies off; returns; like I do, when

I've lost the train of thought

that sent me somewhere in the house

but have forgotten what it was...
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I'll keep an eye out for it tomorrow...
and turn back to the computer,
remembering Nicholas of Cusa

who says, there is no other:

always, we are looking

at the face of God...

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The English Teacher

I bumped into my grandson's English teacher yesterday

at the football, and in between shouting like teenagers

I moaned about the state of A's Eng. Lit. not to mention Eng. Lang. -
you know, you've heard it all before... in my day.....never regretted....
he agreed, but said go easy on the lad he's only thirteen

they all want to be fifteen and grown up at that age,

they can't be seen by their peer-group to be 'for' anything too much
so they ridicule everything, it's either pretentious crap if it's modern
or stupid ancient crap if it's more than a generation ago...

they even call Shakespeare a sad loser until

someone says he wrote the screenplay for that film

though they're fascinated by the idea that Marlowe

was a spy as well as a crap writer not that they've read him anyway

but you know what he said

put them up on stage in the annual Shakespeare and make them
speak his lines, and they'll never forget it,

they'll not say anything about it to me except in private but
they'll remember it to their dying day it's things like that

he said that keep me in this bloody job.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 The Fish And I Will Chat

Sometime it swims right up to the glass
as if it would talk with me -
opens its mouth, fixes me with a watery eye;

a moment when we can exchange silent thoughts,
about whether it’s better to be confined

in a tank, but free of all possessions,

compared with the freedom to acquire

SO0 many possessions; or which of us

dislikes the more, a dentist’s waiting room..

nod and smile to know we both share
that joke about the fish in the water
never being thirsty; swimming in what

we take for granted; like, say, grace, or God..

so the fish flips its tail, is off; both of us
in agreement about freedom, meditation.

[leaning on Hafiz’ poem of that title]

Michael Shepherd
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I I The Five Of Pentecost - To Marsilio Ficino

Sometimes you spell it out for us:

God’s earth - the matter of the universe,
holding without form at first,

all God’s love, grace, mercy, pardon,

as our earth which was yet to nourish;

God’s water - as His love,
flowing now; now binding hearts together;
baptizing with His grace;

God'’s fire — that warms, consumes,
shines as the beauty of His blessing;
a light so bright, we cannot see His form..

What then, would you say

of God’s own air? That holy spirit,
that blows His grace as blow it will;
breathes through His boundless space
upon the souls in their own upper air;

And what then of God’s fifth element -
the ether, humming His vibrations?

what of the sound of God?

what may we listen to, or sound, of Him?

The upper room

of house, of soul;

a rushing, mighty wind

whose sound blew through their lives
with many voices; tongues of flame
around their heads;

and as much spirit, love, and grace,
and as much nourishment and daily bread
as man to man;

as soul to soul;

as godself to godself;

perhaps, as John said,
remembering that Pentecost -
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one word.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 The God Who Talks To Children

Every child has known God:
not a God of names, or shapes;
not a God of do’s and don'ts;
not a God of alarming things;

but God who's with you all the time,

can be talked with, silently,

because He understands all that you do,
knows just why you do it,

knows that you're really always good,

but somehow do these other things;

you know that you and He are just so close,
that He's always on your side;

And if He doesn’t explain to you

why He seems to go away somewhere
when you are seven or so -

maybe He thinks that it’s the time

for a game of hide-and-seek

between friends?

(extrapolated from Hafiz’ ‘The God who only knows four words’)

Michael Shepherd
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11 The Good

Even before she held you tight to her
and murmured softly, isn’t that just good? —

before you learned to hear, and speak, and spell
and comprehend the concept of the Good -

your soul already hungered for the Good it loves,
never to be quenched in its desire;

as your beloved cat, who in the day
manipulates affection, but at night

becomes a ruthless predator to feed its catness;
so your clever, cunning, hungry, godly soul;

even when your adolescent heart falls flat
at beauty’s vision in @ human form

soul whispers (unattended to) : now here’s the truth:
that even beauty’s borrowed and must be refreshed..

so soul may take a lifetime, till the mind
whose aid it seeks to find itself the Good

arrives; and sighs a lifetime’s sigh; and rests;
and soul, which knows no failure, place, or time,

shines out to prove it never went away;
nor shall, nor can; her elsewhere light, our day.

[From Plotinus, Ennead VI 7,31,17-31]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Guru Is Not Other: A Metaphysical Proposition

It was his distance, that at first brought awe:
so great, so perfect, so ideal.. so far...

so distance humbles, brings humility;

the beauty of his feet, on earth we share;

and then, as if upon a flat-race turf,

the barriers built.. as if there long ago;

he, further over hedge and gate and brook;
and I, but wilful weakness, wailing ‘woe’..

until at last I sought him as a friend;
to meet within the heart we truly share;
surrendered distance, consciousness, and time:

asked nothing; difference thrown into the air;

I care not now, for pronouns *he’ and ‘me’;
his eye, my I; ourselves one self to be.

Dedicated to the one who asked.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Guy In The Photograph

Out of the old tin frame

the 1944, 1 guess, photo, shines

a carefree smile from the 15-year-old
caught on a hillside in the summer air
in pure happiness..or so it images..

It's the only photo from the album

that I like to have around; I look at it
and marvel that I ever looked like that
for more than one unguarded moment..

Is the story of my childhood that I tell myself,
the agonies of growing up, the uncertainties,
the discovery that parents are not perfect...

the not knowing who one really is...or might be...
all that, a fiction, or a fraction of the truth?

From time to time, I glance at it,

(as my parents must have done,

with all the thoughts that I'll now never know) :
accept its mute challenge of beauty, goodness, truth...
he's expecting all that life may offer;

this is the guy I must keep faith with...

what else is there to say?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Harvest Of The Mind

Consider for a while,
deeper mind as agriculture:

garnered seeds at rightful time -
deeds as seeds -

surrendered to the wisdom of the earth
which contains the wisdom

of all other elements:

surrendered to the faith in nature,
hope of harvest;

in the meantime, nought to do
but pray and praise and cultivate
that inner earth; care

for next year’s seeding field;

repair the fences of discrimination; trim
the hedges, spinneys, copses,

where free nature of herself displays

so beautifully, that which is.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Heart's Light

Somehow, the words of Hesychius

have reached us after more than a thousand years
and from a desert place, Mount Sinai;

where he was famed for ‘breathing Jesus’

(there’s something in me says,

that’s quieter than the pulpit..)

and thus, talked little..

but he said (and this they wrote down,
preserved, passed on, quoted, marvelled,
sought to practise; succeeded.. or ever, failed? ...

‘One who watches carefully over the heart
will quickly see, how the heart
of its own nature, is emitting light'...

and I'm sad; with that sweet sadness
when you hear of a beauty that

you didn’t know existed;

wondering, if one day...

or every day.. and how long

it would take, and whether

you, or I, would ever have

the strengths, whatever they might be,
to attain that state...

and how it must have been,

when word got round, and others watched
their heart, his monastery glowed

like a family of fireflies in the dusk,

as cool, as bright, as love bestowed
without the asking..

Tomorrow, you may see me in the street,
walking a little more slowly than the usual;
rapt in a wordless thought,

discreetly glancing at the passers-by;
beyond the judging failure or success,
treasuring a sweet silver gift,
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a cool, new beauty promised.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Hinterland

Poems have a hinterland.

They come from a mind

that’s left behind, a family,

a tribe, a nation,

in the dense equatorial forests of the human heart;
yet in its backpack, precious souvenirs..

has trekked through swamps and uplands,
dangers, adventures, pleasures,

then the scorching arid desert sands,

and there in front one day,

the matter-of-fact sea, lapping

with the lazy always-there...

and leaning down, place nonchalantly

the poem now a paper boat,

into that glittering, faithless blue,

launched to tide and wind;

should you have put it in some green bottle,

you who think it’s precious,

with a name, address, so that they know

how far it’s travelled...?

Somehow, that matters little in this present moment,
as the poem’s past prepares to meet its future self;

Yet, you watch it, silent, ‘til it disappears;
how close, to children, is horizon’s curve.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Human Comedy

They laughed and smiled
when they conceived you -

and maybe God did too;

you laughed and smiled
when you were born -

what happened?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Inner Magnet Sings Like Flower To Bee, Like
Bee To Flower

The inner magnet sings
like flower to bee; like bee to flower -

Some traditions say, that

we all have an inner sound; which
we can train; or can leave it be..

as gold for Midas; Midas, so, for gold;

and this, it's said, calls pupil to their teacher;
teacher to their pupil; it is

that yearning to know more

that draws the two to unity;

anmd so the holy men

show no surprise to see you there
(unsure, nonplussed, and wondering..)
at their holy feet which are not theirs..
holy chicken, holy egg...

so here I sit, pen down, and silent, still,
loving this idea; asking nothing;
treasuring, now, this sound

I cannot hear as yet;

and yet, may be as loud

as pindropp silence in the heart:

the lovely sound

of listening itself.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Lake Of Metaphor

and perhaps I came to poetry too late

to dive, a slimmish youth,

innocent as youth was or is

into the rich waters of the lake of metaphor
fed distantly by mountain springs,
welcoming in its wateriness,

chilling too like a demand for respect,
welcoming and chilling as a life;

a few strokes and already the green bank
and pile of crumpled clothes discarded
quickly distant, and here

in the middle of the lake, the sky

has opened out as if it were

some rival to a mountain-top

and the hands press against

the resistances of language, the palms
flat as between praise and surrender,
cleaving a passage to the depth

and then the shore of metaphor; and
emerging, the sunlight

catching the sparkling water droplets,
the skin shivering but invigorated,

the mind full of life

like a poem rich in metaphor.

Older now,

waiting as in the paintings of Saint Jerome
at his desk walled in by books,

pen poised, eyes uplifted,

spirit, rich, yet

mind not full, but waiting

for the grace of metaphor

like the brushing of a white dove's wing

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Listening One

The Listening One

Does he, did he, know, what he contributed
to the truth of what was spoken?

Towards the back seats of the lecture room,
this tidy, slim, quiet, dark-complexioned youth
listened with unwavering attention;

so much in the moment, his mind, so visibly,
claiming nothing; receiving all that there was to receive;
contributing, all that an audience can:

under his so steady listening,

I could not lie, blur, dodge; be anything

but dedicated to the truth;

from his attention, through my own,

he gave the audience more than I prepared.

I wonder if he knows the gift he’s shaped.
How many others has he blessed thus, with himself?

The Hindus have a name for him:
the Southward Facing, and the Formless One;

the Self as youth who teaches elders by his silence.

You may have met him, mortal, once or twice;
I wonder if he knows his priceless gift?

[A long-delayed debt of gratitude never since forgotten.]

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 The Lotus In The Heart

How many centuries of centuries and trust

did it take the lotus

to take that crazy jump

from the known earth to unknown laws of water -

to learn how to feed itself, to blossom,

to float on the water

without the water dampening its trusting, open petals?
That same love that taught it all these things

may teach that lotus in my heart

over centuries of centuries
or in one crazy, trusting jump.

[leaning on Kabir's ‘jis se rahani apar jagat men’]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Mind's Polarities

It's said - and so it seems to be -

that when the individual mind

emerges from that place where mind

rests, perfect, and in unity with all things to be known -
in that place, which is; within us, and without us:

that in that moment, as the mind expands,

and as its sphere within expands to match that sphere without,
polarities arise; such axis as may join them

to lie hidden and forgot; instead we see

all as remotenesses, that grow ever more the farther;

and then - the aweful nature of the human lie -
name them ‘opposites’... and in that step,
a further one, ‘duality’...

and so, condemn ourselves to fruitless life

where, across the vast mind’s sphere,

sadness - let’s say - sees, far off, that pure happiness -
too far, too far, to be within its reach...

and happiness, seeing far off, sadness, seeks in pleasure
to keep its distance...and so, the balance swings,

the world wags, and the mind knows only restlessness...

and knows, desire... how we forget,

we could not know desire, but that we knew

what desire desires; what’s missing in our world;
sadness, knowing the happiness; what would sadness be
without its knowing, in full, its happiness? ..

if we but saw desire as grace; looked at it with clear eye;
we might see, lurking there within,

beyond the warnings of its waywardness,

that holy thing that yearns alway for onefulness...

and as we have departed,

then by grace, so we return;

find by that third perfect point;

that eye that sees, from its eternal home,
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duality to resolve in unity..
and all absolved, we're absolute..

this, by mine own hand... writ

in @ deep yearning sadness;

sadness that would fain convince itself

that happiness, this morning, is too distant; so, then,
to abide in sorrowed sadness...

and yet, there are strange joys,

where sadness meets all other things, in duty and in law;
speaks of all things in some strange disguise;

finds its heart, where heart it never sought;

and so, if words may do

what words should do, I name this poem’s end
its true beginning: name it now,

dedicating it, to truth and joy, and to myself:
A Poem in Praise of Happiness.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Moral Rights

‘The moral rights of the author

have been asserted’... that, I'm told,

is what I should say when I write
anything for publication here; even before
I say anything..

It means, I guess, the more, the less..
than ‘Copyright’ which normally

gets printed just above it;

which just means, don’t copy this;

whereas ‘moral rights’ convey

so much more...

suggesting that I even possess morality;
which, considering my wild, undisciplined
former life, you might well question..

but note, I merely ‘assert’ them;

feel free to challenge them (you note that ‘rights’
are plural; plenty lawyer’s fees there

to say, well maybe this, not that...

and you're free (your defending counsel may assert)
to copy my poem and put your own name to it;
since truth can be in no man’s sole possession,

and my poem, bless its metered tropes,

speaks naught but the truth..

though now I mention ‘truth’, I don’t recall

that phrase about the moral rights

upon the title-page of, let’s say,

the Gospels; Books of Moses; Qu’ran; Upanishads;
those guys on whom we’ve so long depended

to tell us what morality should be..

so please understand, that when I ‘assert’,

it's more for my self-image than for yours;

makes me feel good; I must be

a serious author, if (in the subtext, scholars footnote)
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the moral underpinning may be detected..

and that said - now to the poem.. Except
now I've forgotten what I was going to say..

Perhaps that, too, is a moral issue; but
I have the right to remain silent..

even if I'm up on this morality charge..
my defence is, that my Muse,

hearing the word ‘morality’,

flees my company. ‘Twas ever so.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Morning Scent Of Rosemary

‘Rosemary - that’s for remembrance..’

Can you smell it now?
that tough yet choosy herb,
giving of itself;

remembrance, perhaps, for Northern Europeans,
of that package tour to Crete:

rising early, that first morning,

the body clock not quite adjusted,

the sun already warming mountain-sides
before it reaches down into the valley;

already, the intoxicating scent of wild herbs
rolling slowly down the hillside, telling you,
this, this, could be paradise..

below you, blue morning sea
beyond white walls of huddled houses..
still in the air, the hint of night-time’s blessed dew..

rosemary: did you think it named

after the fragrance of Mary’s own humility,
mingling with the scent of manger hay?
mingling with the sweetness of that day?

no - ‘ros marinus’, dew of the ocean,
is the meaning of its name...
though, how well it suits her memory..

suits, too, that remembered Cretan morning;

for before the Romans, Indians used those words;
the dew, humidity, rather than humility;

marine, cognate with the words

for the clear, pure light of sun on sea...

that Cretan morning:
the rosemaried fragrance of remembrance;
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sunshine and white walls adoring one another;
sky and sea, two shades of Maryblue.

Michael Shepherd
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I I The Necessity Of Luxury

and what at some other time
I'd call a luxury - or others would -

it's not, it's - oh - rightness -
used rightly...

like now, aslant in the reclining chair,
the patio door open just enough
to bring air into the room,

March air which feels like the most
precious commodity, substance, gift, grace,
where, how, could I say;

and the book of poetry held loosely,
glanced at occasionally;

some phrases, some words, of Tom’s
growing timelessly, flowering,
seeding a generosity of new poems
too formless to call mine

but the warmth of his heart
makes mine to expand, and

boundless now; the mind too, boundless;

a boundlessness of poetry;

then, now, always; so that

in this moment, heart, mind, poetry, boundless,
there’s complete liberation;

beyond luxury, beyond necessity

and poems may or may not be,
for being’s all...

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Otherness

Oh the dark, dark otherness of others!
that brings on, such sadness, such despair...
deep, vast chasm in the heart...

Ah the shining otherness of others!
that brings on, such loving to be one...

the heart heals what the heart divides.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Place Between

Where and how to find immortal soul;

or self; eternal withess; eye of God;

or place, or space, within the eager heart
where All, or One, may hide - or may await?
So where to find first clue; or some frayed end
of golden thread that leads to golden light?

Not in the wrinkled brow... but in the simplest things
the greatest secrets wait, as we are told;
in the magic land that’s called Between:

Between the end of one thought, and the next,

as it is formed within the mind - the briefest space
where nothing but the witness of our self

rests, perfect, pure, complete, within itself;
inviting us to join that rest for just as long

as we enjoy this satisfaction

of the presence of ourself;

And if that taste of presence pleases -

then, between each word we hear or speak,
we’ll find the silence of ourself; and find

how each word comes from silence, and returns;
and as we relish and besport in that great space,
from greater silence, greater words may come..

There is no limit to that world, Between:

we'll find it more and more, within all things,

beyond all things; it is the music of our life

which sings its song through thought and speech and act;
a music in a boundless space, so vast

that we may meet our greater self - at last!

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Place Beyond Between

Not named as joy;
not named as happiness..

at the end of a thought
the eyes lifted; then,

only the senses;
only the senses’ action seen;

only the endless beauty
of the beautiful unnamed;

only the glory of the food
of the senses unattached;

where is the mind
in this perfect satisfaction?

who needs to name this blessing,
blithe? or to name it, bliss?

beyond a name;
yet known.

Michael Shepherd
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11 The Poet

Favourite pencil
warm
from waiting

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Poet's Significant Other - For Mary And Todd

On the shelf above the crackling fire,

the day’s work over, shadows swaying and flickering
across the room, in the firelight’s glow;

here is love abiding

On the shelf above the crackling fire

a few slim books, some of them poetry, some of them signed;
open them and the world spills out

tumbles laughing and crying, shouting

like children home from school with stories;

like grandparents reminiscing over photos with a smile;

like the last of the night’s pillow talk

one already eyes closed, the other treasuring thought

On the shelf above the crackling fire

two bookends hold the books in place

pressing lightly against each other

as two lovers walking through a door, a gate, from here to there
one bookend’s image we know well

familiar to us from the books

How little we know, of that other bookend
without which, without whom,
there might not be these books, lightly pressing

on the shelf above love’s glow

Michael Shepherd
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I I The Praisers

You might not spot them in a crowd -
but for that certain stillness of the self-contained:

in conversation, not until some detail

of an action, person, or a deed

sparks their mind; then from their heart -
not, pours - but rather, in a fine, fine stream
of exquisite precision, flows - their praise:

as if their whole self gives itself to you
in some new form of thought, in which
there is no longer, they and you -

you are united in exalted praise;

and their eye shines - inviting you to join

a world above: perhaps they sum the virtue

of a person, action, deed; and yet,

while they are speaking, praise is seated there
above the virtues; they are prophets, seers,
visionaries of that which in our praise, we are..

and perhaps, you try to join them in your speech -
how awkwardly praise sits upon your tongue!

you, who prided so yourself, a balanced judge

of all your fellow humans...find yourself

now at some sad and puny tongue-tied loss..

so, practise, in ourselves, a year or two -
(there’s silent praise - the eye gives that away...)
and praise the praiseful in their mighty work:
another world awaits: where we become

the prophets of ourselves in timeless life.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Presence Of The Truly Great

Yes yes.. I've not forgotten that:
the presence of the great -

when destiny has brought you
to their presence; destiny

brought them, here, now, to you;

how in their presence, duality itself
is magnified: do your palms slightly sweat?

while unity is merely apprehended
as the world grows before your eyes?

Great crooks too - who believe
that the world, the oystered pearl, is theirs;

and those great souls: whose gift
it is, to know the world, and tell;

they show themselves; and you know that
you're graced - but by the grace which, as they show,

is always there; is always here; and humbled by this show,
in surfeit of this taste of grace, then quietly you leave..

And they recede - or do they? - to
the sternest test: the memory:

a photograph, or record of their voice..

Now: look upon their image, but without regret;
for this, your sternest test; the duty of true unity:

they come to life again; again in you;
you carry them to show the world anew.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Quality Of Mercy (Conditions Apply)

The quality of mercy,
Portia declared,

the quality of mercy is
suspended during the present conflict

the quality of mercy is
not the business of a Minister of Justice

the quality of mercy is
not a matter of individual conscience

the quality of mercy is
too subtle for public discussion
or law

the quality of mercy is
only for Shakespeare and stuff

the quality of mercy is
less stimulating than revenge

the quality of mercy is
no business of yours

the quality of mercy is
no concern of religious authorities
who should stay silent

the quality of mercy is
an outdated concept

the quality of mercy is
nothing to do with forgiveness
or circumstantial evidence

or the remission of sins

the quality of mercy is
no longer a matter of pride
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the quality of mercy is
no longer a mark of humanity

the quality of mercy
would be OK if Obama said so

the quality of mercy
is one hell of a hot potato
cooked in oil

the quality of mercy
droppeth as the gentle
dew from heaven

upon a broken fuselage

and it is too much
or too little

for our understanding.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Riches Of The Self

Strange, to think that each of us
is filled to overflowing

with a treasure house of jewels;
sparkling when they’re known;
beyond price, beyond touch,
beyond sight - yet not beyond
the sensing in one other self..

filled, and yet doubting, towards, even, denying..
awaiting - perhaps not ardently enough? -

the moment when they’re called

to show themselves; the almost

(but not quite...) unimaginable

riches of the self..

Michael Shepherd
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I I The Salesman

The salesman - blue eyes
helped him get the job I guess;
what’s behind them?

I'm no longer host in my own house:
he’s cast me as opponent, victim

whom he will bully into gratitude.
He spreads his brochures on the table.

When he’s gone, I feel dirty,
battle-worn; better phone

the man around the corner for a so-so job;
at least we know each other.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Searchlight

How George Herbert would have loved this word
for all the images it lights in mind!

The gloried sun of soul, no added light
needs, in unshadowed light of reason’s day;

but in the murky night of ignorance -

then reason’s other task, the probing beam
upon the dark, cruel cobweb-cornered mind
may shine; and as it clears the willing mind,
the sharper (and more seeming painful) those
last vestiges of age-old, flying things

that lurk and creep in coward-cov’ring dark!

A stormy sea needs most a light-house brave:

for age-old things resent the searchlight’s beam;
but when the night, and that unknowing’s cloud
yield to the eastward flush of dawn - how bright
the daylight shines, for those who watch all night!

And so, George Herbert, as you spoke the word -
in all things seen; for Whom, all done: our Lord.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 The Secret Of The Universe

I put the teacup down,
looked up from my book;

and whatever calls the eye
then called to me:

a cobalt blue glass jar
in front of a Chinese yellow vase

that seemed to hold between them
the secret of the universe..

the mind whispered, that’s just not true..
it couldn’t be that simple..

I dared to look again: now
it did not matter whether it were
the secret of the universe or not... for

it was enough. It is enough.

and there, perhaps,
and that, perhaps...

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Song Of Forever, The Dance Of Now

Before the world began... did our Creator
contemplate the way it should begin?
the sweetest way to animate and order
all this glorious whole contains within?

The Hindus have no doubt: a sound, a dance,
were our beginning; every molecule

of Shiva’s body dances to the song;

his soul the music of eternal rule:

so should we dance our way through mortal life,
eternal music in our inner ear;
so make our life a flowing song, a flight

that sings immortal ether into air;

a sound, a dance, a rhythm; harmony;
from which soars each soul’s unique poetry..

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Taj Mahal Of The Still Mind

How I suspect ‘busy’ people...

Who said that spirituality
has anything to do with busyness..?

They turn enthusiasm into 'duty’;
turn duty into guilt...

How I love those people
who always have time for anyone..

they are like swans:
serenity above; activity below;

never busy; always active;
floating white, serene, unruffled,
like swans; like lotus flowers;

like love.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 The Tale Of Emma Chissett - For Dan Dan The
Betcha Man

Emma Chissett’s
missed out lunch;
she’s suffering

a credit crunch;

Emma Chissett
checks out who
today is offering
three-for-two;

Emma checks
the cornbeef tins
in those illegal
‘sell by’ bins;

finds ‘eat by’ dates
passed (hard to see..):
mentions this;

and gets them free;

Emma’s icebox
shelves for meat
holds tougher cuts:
chew first, then eat..

Emma’s sharp eye
spots bruised fruit;
negotiates

a price to suit;

Emma does

these shops a good turn:
avoids some angry
customer return;

she’s there before
every Church bazaar:
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spots the mispriced
from afar;

turns the expensive

fashion gown

to show the tear or stain;
brings the price right down;

and woe betide
a market stall:
‘emmachissett? ..
and prices fall..

Emma Chissett, with
her sharp-eyed corncrake voice,
weather-hen of our economy;

true star of Market Choice..

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 The Teacher

I wish I'd known him better.

But our respect for him was such
that you only spoke to him

when you needed to.

In a way, that was to know him truly.

You wouldn’t notice him, passing him

in a crowd; and yet, two paces on,

and you’d feel you had just passed
someone who walked in their own space
and left space itself quite unaffected.

To meet him, in the corridor, say,
early in the morning, was - what? -
awesome, refreshing, vitalising:
there was a sense that overnight,
he’d dived into some deep ocean
of sheer bliss; and emerged

like a morning seashore,

washed with freshness,

full of deep thought,

and his eyes

full of an understanding kindness
which stayed with you all the day.

What was extraordinary - of the many

things about this gloriously ordinary man -

was that although no-one ever saw him

looking at his watch, he was always

in the right place, and at just the right time,

yet never in a hurry — almost as if

he had some satellite navigation system built in.
And he always looked so genuinely pleased to be
just where he was. I don't think his facial muscles
knew how to pretend..

And so this spread to all of us around him -

and of course, he never put this into words;
yet love surrounded him; and we just loved
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to work with him. Though there were some, new to him,
who could barely handle such goodness

when they met it - wanted to challenge it,

find some reason to pick holes

in such perfection, although it was

unboasted. But these, he seemed

to know instinctively, and why they were

just as they were; one day, he and they

would be involved in some unusual and difficult situation -
even on occasion, dangerous -

and they’d be friends with him for life.

It was said by those who had known him well in earlier years
that extraordinary and miraculous things

happened to him - visions, angels, future things revealed,
revelations of some law beyond all laws;

we never talked of this; the story was

that when one older friend had questioned him of this,

he’d said, he always knew it would in time

be what he needed to pass on to others.

And there the matter rested.

I'd say, for me, for life
he redefined the nature of true love.

for S.S.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Wasted Landing - Thoughts From An Airport
Strike

In the hour of our departure O Lord

In our beginning is our end

To depart is to arrive yet not to arrive

at the same hour and place

in some other time zone

and in our departing is our arrival

and to arrive is to depart from where we have not been
and to depart is to arrive at where we will not go

into the departure hall from where we did not depart
into the arrival hall where we did not arrive

and the end of all our departures is our arrival

that we may arrive at where we did not go

and depart from where we have not been.

now and in the hour of our departure O Lord

I Tiresias have foresuffered all

on this self-same divan, or tired banquette

in the departure hall from where we have not gone,
in the arrival hall where we have not arrived,

and all our arrivings are departures

and all our departures are arrivings

departing from where we have not been,

arriving at where we will not go

the sun shines bleakly through the window panes.
into the planes the trim staff come and go,
laundered into skies we cannot breathe.

'All flights are cancelled';

'Sorry Sir, this ticket is not valid for this flight'.

I Icarus have suffered thus

in Greece, in Rhodes, on all connecting flights,
in Delphi where I was not warned,

in Cumae where I could not go.

Passport Control. Do Not Pass This Point.
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Too hot the sun of Greece that day,
the sun I shall not see.
'Arrival Delayed'. 'Departure Delayed'

A cold coming we had of it:
the baggage heavy, and the escalator steep,

the information scanty and the children fractious,
and the people. Oh the people.

Cans. Packets. Yesterday's papers from yesterday's travellers.
Sandwiches we have not eaten.
Tread softly for you tread on my icecream.

Now and in the hour of our departure Lord

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Wasted Landing. Thoughts From An Airport In
Disarray.

In the hour of our departure O Lord
In our beginning is our end

To depart is to arrive yet not to arrive

at the same hour and place

in some other time zone

and in our departing is our arrival

and to arrive is to depart from where we have not been
and to depart is to arrive at where we will not go

into the departure hall from where we did not depart
into the arrival hall where we did not arrive

and the end of all our departures is our arrival

that we may arrive at where we did not go

and depart from where we have not been.

now and in the hour of our departure Lord

I Tiresias have foresuffered all

on this self-same divan, or tired banquette

in the departure hall from where we have not departed,
in the arrival hall where we have not arrived,

and all our arrivings are departures

and all our departures are arrivings

departing from where we have not been,

arriving at where we will not go

the sun shines bleakly through the window panes.
into the planes the trim staff come and go,

(they stay at Novotel Michelangelo) ,

laundered into skies we cannot breathe.

'All flights are cancelled’;

'Sorry Sir, this ticket is not valid for this flight'.

I Icarus have suffered thus
in Greece, in Rhodes, on all connecting flights,
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in Delphi where I was not warned,
in Cumae where I could not go.
Passport Control. Do Not Pass This Point.

Too hot the sun of Greece that day,
the sun I shall not see.
'Arrival Delayed'. 'Flight Cancelled’

A cold coming we had of it:

the baggage heavy, and the escalator steep,

the information scanty and the children fractious,

and the people. Oh the people.

Cans. Packets. Yesterday's papers from yesterday's travellers.
Sandwiches they have not eaten.

Tread softly for you tread on my icecream.

Now and in the hour of our departure Lord

b 3

(re-edited)

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 The Wisdom Of A Strifetime

Who is grateful for a long life
when that life gets just too long? ....

meanwhile, while
I can still cross my fingers without help..

there are things that it's taken
a whole strifetime for me to learn...

such as, cake tins work best upside-down;
and, praise is quite the best revenge...

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 The Young Poet

Poetry was something else
written by others
somewhere else

and came from

somewhere else

but the poetry
which he did not know
called one day

in a language he did not know

so he put down words on paper
and threw the paper away

but the words did not go away

and he did not know what poetry should do
until he wrote the words
which told him

what poetry could do
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for only poetry can teach you poetry

Gertrude Stein stood behind me while I wrote this.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Their Presence In Their Absence

‘Oh, how I miss her...; and him...; and him; and her...
a pause; a sadness; a moist eye; a tear...

...and as you age, the list grows longer

until you wonder why you’re not

already there on it yourself...

Oh, but think again... you miss them so, just
because you have them in your mind, so clear...
they could almost be here now, right beside you...
but they aren’t...yet better...

they’re there within that greater you...

you respected them; admired; listened to their every word;
loved them; felt them forever a precious part of you...

so now, they live in you; your presence

is their presence: and

you opened wide the pearly gates for them;

you waved them through the judgment day;
welcomed them with choirs of angels; even

thrust a ready coin into the boatman’s hand

who took them to that dark and part forgetting land
from which, they may return more glorious...

you are a radiant heaven of their life; they live

eternal in your mind, your memory, your heart;

when people see you, greet you, they are meeting
more than that familiar you; they meet the presence of
a great company of those who've filled your life -

and now, you're filled with them...

listen! hear them call to you,

not to imprison them in the past,

but live, now, here, with you; live again
in the radiance of the self you share...

call to mind this glorious company
not on the other side, but at your side...
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why, if this were physical, you’d have burst by now...
instead - see how you shine!

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 528



1 1 These Three

Faith; hope; and loving-kindness;
these three surpass all worldly understanding:

all these await in human nature
as inclinations that are natural;
to be awakened by the grace
that ever waits within us:

as these arise, faith takes the precedence;
then follows, hope; itself precedes

the love, the charity, the loving-kindness;
yet if alas, disorder, dissolution intervene,
first, love is lost; then hope;

and last of all goes faith;

yet, when these come into their perfection,
greatest of all these, is love;

hope and faith are then the charity

which love may shower on the world around
circle on circle as the gentle rain from heaven.

[leaning on the writings of Josef Pieper]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 This Charm Thing

There are guys who think they have charm
and are so confidently wrong that

the molecules in our stomach grate together
as we watch them get away with it

and those who don’t know they have it
and are deservedly babe-magnets
and what makes you think I envy them

and those who know they have it
but behave like gentlemen
so we try to like them

and those who so successfully

have it and overuse it that

we call upon the Fates and Furies

saying hey did you see that guy over there

you, I think, Billy Collins
know you have it but
don’t rate it as important
as writing poetry, so

one moment, it's a one-liner
waiting for the full second house;

another, taking the short cab ride

from the Algonquin to the New Yorker
smiling secretly but

purely from the pleasure of sharing itself;

or sometimes, it’s chiselled perfectly
on a fragment of smooth white marble
lifted out of the Aegean Sea

which sparkles timelessly

because that’s how it is

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 This Door... (To The One Who Listened)

Take the deepest breath before
you open this immortal door:

here, you will first receive
what you think you want the most:

if it’s to enhance your self-image,
that will be arranged;

if you want to tell others
what it’s all about; even bully them;
there’s a place for you;

if you want to come along to prove
that you knew it all already,
fine.. come in; and later, go...

if you want to prove your life

to have been ruined by others and
it never was your fault -

that can be arranged;

or if you want to be just a little wiser;
or life to be a little easier;
you'll love it here;

but this is the house to bless you with
two unsuspected further wishes:

when you have tasted
what you thought you wanted
you are of course, free to leave;

but if that which you thought you wanted
turns to ashes in your mouth,

you may wish — and whoosh! it's gone;

and then there comes the third wish...:
so deep in you that only now
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you knew it to have been always there;

here you will find yourself
to be yourself;

so stand here on the pavement; pause;
these are not wood, but golden doors.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 This Is A Shouting Poem

This is a SHOUTING poem.
Not a gentle wildflower poem
not a whispering-of-love poem
A SHOUTING POEM.

This is a POSTER poem.

Not a subtly persuading poem.
not a think-about-it poem

A POSTER POEM

This is @ HARD OF HEARING poem.
What?
I said a HARD OF HEARING POEM

This is a LOST SPECTACLES poem
to test your sight.

No no not LAST TESTICLES

NO TRY THE NEXT LINE -

A LOST SPECTACLES POEM

This is a HAVE YOU SEEN MY? poem.
I know I put it down somewhere.
Are you sure you haven't seen it?
Oh no, you didn't use it for THAT...?
Why are you laughing it's not funny.
I hadn't even finished it...

This is an ACROSS THE ROOM poem.
Read it while you're in bed
watching TV

doing the ironing

reading the newspapers

putting the new wallpaper up
combing the cat

having a bath

washing the car

talking to the neighbours

gardening

this is an ACROSS THE ROOM POEM
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This is a BLOWN ACROSS THE STREET POEM
no need to run after it

and pick it up

just watch it blow

maybe wonder

if you missed anything

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 This Life Is 'On Approval'

Is ‘approve’ another word for ‘love’?

So that, when we say 'l love you! ’ there’s the sense,
‘It’s good - I'm glad - that you are in this world! -
that you exist! ’ - so that, to love, becomes

an act of will; creative affirmation?

The sense of holiness; and music; sunlight; lemon curd -
from these, ‘approval’ stretches out a list

that may be boundless, as it sings them into praise;
approving even dreams into reality:

as if to kneel, self to self, with God
and, eye to eye, both say, 'I'm glad that you exist..’

[leaning gratefully on the writings of Josef Pieper]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 This One For Hanque With Thanks

All around the world,

poems are talking among themselves
when the books are shut,

when the computers are switched off,
when old-fashioned poets put down
chewed pencils, sucked ballpens,

lips a little stained with the flavour

of ink that’s washable or permanent;

poems talking among themselves

in that language that poems understand,
that poets seek to write;

poems murmuring, complaining,
sometimes shouting desperately,

who are these people who

have dared to speak our language? What
is their right and reason? When

did they arise? Where

did they get their ideas? Why

do they even try? How

do they hope to improve on this? What
is a poet, anyway?

The tumult of their languages,

the babel of upraised voices

speaking, though, with that unutterable
beauty of that sound which can really act,
can change the world of change,

can touch the heart for lifetimes,

melts a heart of stone,

brings tears to eyes needful of tears,

opens clouds to blue sky and to sunlight,
watches angels as they ascend and descend,
speaks of, speaks,

the unknown, formless, eternal, ever present -

the tumult dies down; in the
silence and the stillness,
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only the pure sound of sound itself; and

in that sound the absolution:
forgive them, O Muse of Poetry:
they know not what they do..
yet in their hearts, they know
what must be said.

The pain, exquisite;
found worthy; loved.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 This Peach My Teacher

This peach

that I've just eaten,
been graced by,

been blessed by,

been taught by,

been transformed by...

it's as if some

Messenger of the Gods

had arrived, stopwatch in hand,
saying, everything holds in perfection
but a little moment -

as William Shakespeare noted:

so I'm going to arrange things so that

as the stopwatch ticks out

ten seconds to that moment,

you'll reach out your hand to the fruitbowl,

take it, feel its yielding softness under velvet skin,
cut it carefully twice through the poles,

once equatorially... and as it falls apart,

spear one segment; eat...

this peach
was full of what even Rilke
could say no more than, peachness..

it was a living proof of Plato:

its perfection taught me

where essence meets experience,

where actuality meets the ideal of peach;

where a singular perfection speaks of

all perfections; where perfection

leaves from perfection, naught else but perfect...

how could such a perfect thing

have been invented by one

who does not love? Who is not love?

This peach is love itself, and I the worshipper
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must needs make of myself a living God
to whom to kneel, to offer praise and gratitude
for all perfection known..

this peach my teacher.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 This Poem

This poem

is friendly:

see, it's wagging its tail,

it will follow you anywhere,
run off and come back,

a perfect companion;

this poem

loves fun:

you want to play dressing up,

it’ll laugh and rush off to the attic,

the basement, the dressing-up basket;

this poem

is serious:

you want to be silent awhile,
rest your head on its shoulder,
it will wait for you in
sympathetic stillness;

this poem

is humble:

turn it over, write

a love poem on

the other side,

it will glow with your love;

this poem

is disposable:

write a few lines, be angry
with yourself, scrumple it up,
throw it on the pavement,
someone may pick it up,
someone may tutt and place it
carefully for recycling;

this poem
is an origami:
you can make any shape you like:
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a paper boat on
the waves of destiny;

a ladder to reach to where
you always wanted that fruit;
a crown; a dunce’s hat; a witch’s conic;

this poem

is elastic:

a tablecloth for a picnic,

a sheet to cover two lovers,

a ground plan for a new world;

this poem

knows where

nothing meets something,
nowhere meets everywhere,
no time meets all time,
anyone meets everyone,

this poem
has a bright eye
whether you read it or not;

this poem
likes you though it
hasn’t met you;

this poem
is impervious to scorn;
it knows who it is,

and where things begin and end.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 This Poem (Says)

This poem

is friendly:

see, it's wagging its tail,

it will follow you anywhere,
run off and come back,

a perfect companion;

this poem

loves fun:

you want to play dressing up,

it’ll laugh and rush off to the attic,

the basement, the dressing-up basket;

this poem

is serious:

you want to be silent awhile,
rest your head on its shoulder,
it will wait for you in
sympathetic stillness;

this poem

is humble:

turn it over, write

a love poem on

the other side,

it will glow with your love;

this poem

is disposable:

write a few lines, be angry
with yourself, scrumple it up,
throw it on the pavement,
someone may pick it up,
someone may tutt and place it
carefully for recycling;

this poem
is an origami:
you can make any shape you like:
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a paper boat on
the waves of destiny;

a ladder to reach to where
you always wanted that fruit;
a crown; a dunce’s hat; a witch’s conic;

this poem

is elastic:

a tablecloth for a picnic,

a sheet to cover two lovers,

a ground plan for a new world;

this poem

knows where

nothing meets something,
nowhere meets everywhere,
no time meets all time,
anyone meets everyone,

this poem
has a bright eye
whether you read it or not;

this poem
likes you though it
hasn’t met you;

this poem
is impervious to scorn;
it knows who it is,

and where things begin and end.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 This Your Gift

She said that each one in the world

has a special talent: what we’re better at,
than anybody else... so, it’s a glorious gift,

- a glorious duty - to know, acknowledge, this;

but what happens, so she said,

is that we know this, and deny it;

but then if pressed somehow, we make

a condition for ourself: ‘well, only if...

and this - the devil in the detail - is a way
to lock our talent in; to keep the world without...

I said to her, an instance? and she said,

this man, he had a gift: to be always

in the rightest place, and at the rightest time;
but when this was revealed to him, he said,
OK but only if I can give up my job..

but it was his job, she said, enabled him

to manifest that talent...

you may not forget this poem;
this was a lady I shall not forget.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Those Birds

Those birds outside your window at dawn
singing all at once fit to bust -

did you know they migrate from Islam
in the fighting season?

They’re all Sufis: they sleep all night
with the Beloved; and in the morning

they exchange the jokes they heard,
the pillow talk from the night before sleep;

then the blackbird and the thrush
weave these into stories which they sing

all day; then at night the nightingale
makes them all into one beautiful poem

about being intoxicated into song
by the wine of Shiraz; the rose-water wafers;

and how those who say
that one cannot be intoxicated

by the longing for the One
have proved themselves wrong

and proved the nightingale right
as you can know in yourself

when the nightingale sings of this
to the heart’s light pulsing in the stars.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Those Twenty-First Century Bluues...

So it's morning start time at the office.
Or should be.

Red-eyed, those tell-tale diagonal ridges
from eyes across the cheeks..

we roll in late, proud, but exhausted..
our wrists flashing with

bling allied to timekeeping...

but even we ourselves don’t care;

and sore did you say sore...

By now, judging from my emails,

just about every wage-earner in the East and West
sports a fake Bulgari, Patek Philippe, Gucci,
weighing down their wrist; and

who believes or cares when we say, we keep

the real one at home?

Ah yes, at home -

where our nights are longer
and more extended and

you know just what I mean..

and we'd love to go freelance but

where but the office

could we discreetly boast, show off

our new swinging thingies,

or our pert bouncers, or simply flash our wrist,

to all those who are now equipped with just the same
by consumerism’s joyless games

and internet’s gross joyless claims,

and money now, only confers

the same as his; the same as hers.

Michael Shepherd
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I | Three Of My Friends

Yes, it's a photo of the three of them -
it's not so often I can get them all together;
they’re so much in demand...

This one’s Rosa. She has something
quite unique: she’s no great beauty, yet
she has that something which

we’ve given up trying to define:

let’s say, it's, inner beauty...

her girl friends are devoted to her;

men can’t keep away from her:

when you’re with her, you feel yourself

to... shine? As if you too, are beautiful?

(Her ‘girls’” admit it; men,

they do not like to put a name to it...though
sometimes contemplate themselves her husband;
glow with imagined, noble pride;

then sigh, at their unworthiness;

can’t wait to see her once again...)

Here’s Cora.. I don't see her much,

she’s in demand for every possible
committee or whatever... for

her innate goodness seems to grace,

to bless, bring harmony, to every
well-intentioned, sometimes rancorous,
committee that she sits on...often, chairs;
we sigh and say, what is it about her..?
She just brings out the best

in everybody... when you’re with her,

you love yourself; you never doubt

that you, too, always have the good of all
at heart..

This one’s Max. He'd be at his happiest

in the research lab, discoveries

uncovering themselves under his steady gaze
as if eager to be found...
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yet such is his ability to pass on

that love of finding out,

he’s constantly in demand to lecture and to teach;
his students, past and present, stand in awe,
yet love him for himself: when you talk to him,
he listens to your every word,

his eyes, shining all the while; as if

beyond the words you stumble out,

he hears - always and only - truth itself...

and for a while, you feel you share

his clarity of mind...

Yes, I treasure that photo in its silver frame;
it's so rarely that I get them all together;
but they themselves just love it when I do:
maybe you see it in the photo there?

For as I stood behind the camera, I saw,
there's such respect there, for each other;
as if they know they share

a something so incredible,

that it’s a joy too absolute to name;

I breathed the word: humanity.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Three Of Them

Three of them.

Young; they’ve written prize-winning essays
about their life so far

and what they’ve had to deal with.

Their photos are attached.
They smile from minds and hearts
open to the whole wide world

as if they recognise you, too,

standing behind the camera,

the whole world looking over your shoulder,
you too, all of you,

as the self of self.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Thumbnails And Finger Ends

A book of learned scholarship,
open in my hands, at the first page...

and then I saw, to the right of it,
my thumb nail...and marvelled -

at its perfection, at its beauty,
and at my own ignorance -

which strangely, was all part
of that same beauteous perfection...

the thumbnail: curved, as a hollowed claw,
the curve I knew would give it added strength;

sitting as secure as any child of love,
within the folded mystery of skin and flesh;

three-coloured: pale rising moon
emerging from its secret nail-bed
as some goddess might appear;

then the subtle shades of rosy pink,
hinting at blood serving readily
the nail’'s demands;

finally, the top (long, shaped, as best to gouge
potato’s eyes, and other kitchen tasks...) :

I looked at it, and marvelled:
the whole creation, conspiring to present
this perfect thing...

Fifty years and more ago, I wrote,
in those years when I despaired

of making sense of so-called ‘adult’ world,

sitting at the desk, to find myself
before setting off to earn my daily bread,

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 550



I wrote - in lines that never quite linked up
their visioned moments into complete poems,

on white and yearning pages like a life unwrit:
‘we know not our own finger ends...

The wrinkled thumb and finger — they have lasted;
the holy mystery - praise God - remains.

Michael Shepherd
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11 To A Fellow Poet

What can I give you -

for only giving can I think of,

in this dark season of the year

which needs no festive name, to name the need...

this dark season, when hearts yearn
for all that'’s bright, and warm, and love..
what can I give you, at this time?

I give you — music... music, heard

outside the heart’s dark winter door

to say, that all’s not lost; all’s never lost;

there’s music still and always, through the door...
you'll hear, and know yourself to be that all...

I give you - laughter... laughter, on the face

of strangers, as you open that dark door;

strangers who laughing turn to you

and share their laughter and a proffered hand;

a room of laughter shared with you, illusions laughed away...

As poet gives to poet, these I give you;
they are - but poetry;
as poetry, may live.

[occasioned by discussion of ‘the three persons’ in poetry:
the confessional poetry of 'I’;

the poetry that speaks and gives to ‘you’;

and the poetry of he, she, it, they - of universal truth..]

Michael Shepherd
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1'1 To A Japanese Poet

Haiku's wet ink
shines;
a warm heart

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 553



11 To A Much Loved Poet

You know how people who are
really serious — that’s, not those
who pretend to be serious, or
those who are paid to be serious -
pretend to be not so serious?

And you know how people who are
really lonely - that’s not those

who want sympathy, oh no, or

those who want to enjoy being lonely -
pretend to be not so lonely?

So she never quite believed,
for obvious reasons,

just how much she was loved
by all her readers:

perhaps and I only say perhaps
she might have feared to lose
that painful treasure

that we wanted to love away and
which made us love her

so much and even more.

Michael Shepherd
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11 To A New-Born Poem

The midwife’s tidying up
with professional detachment

and there you are; wrinkled; pink
with a glow that no man ever made;

and I, a part of you for ever, yet
knowing, now, you're you...

one day in a little time
I'll take you for your first High Street outing
in the pram or baby buggy;

trying to pretend you’'re someone else’s...
not one I'd fight my life for..

pausing to allow some friendly soul
to glance permission to have a peep;

smile; glow; say a few kind words;

then after that first stranger’s looked at you,
I'll look at you myself; to see

if you look different, or look differently at me
now someone else has met you.

Sometimes, you are more beautiful,
more full of life, more independent and more you;

as if your path through life had taken
its first step away from me; and yet

along with pride, there’s quiet, sweet relief:
you’ll make it on your own.

But still, I touch your pillow, smooth your cover,
look at you for some reassurance
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that we both know where poetry may go;
and you - you laugh, and kick the world away.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 556



1 1 To Buson

The great temple bell
and small butterfly asleep
may both be surprised.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 To Elizabeth Bishop

Although it is a cold evening,
down by one of the fishhouses
an old man sits netting.

If this were a novel

by, say, Jack London,

something would be about to happen:

time would pass, events move on,

dramas unfold; we might see this old man again,
or we might not.

Instead, we share a moment outside time,

share our being - the old man;

Elizabeth, whose grandfather was his friend;
ourselves; knowing that, the more real this moment,
how frail our knowledge: historical, perhaps,

yet sharper, crueller, cold as this evening,

salty sharp as the encrusted herring barrels,

fluid, powered, secret, as this sultry silver water
lapping at the quay;

here, flowing, flown.

Michael Shepherd
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! I To Friedrich Holderlin, Poet

Here in this river valley below the Alps

which mimic high Olympus’ watching spirit,
everyone’s a silent poet of nature:

lakes; rivers; green fields; steeper goatfoot pastures;
forests; bare gaunt rocks and snow;

and the poetry of seasons of the year.
Once to see the seasons through, is to be
a little nearer God; to know

how gods measure out the earth.

Here inside the wooden room,

the measures, not so clear:

measured out by sterner, darker gods
whose seasons are not so predictable:
storms, tempests, thunder, flood

may last until we learn

lessons we do not yet understand.

Outside the window now
the last rays of evening sun catch
the metal spire of the nestling church;

its metal lightning conductor running
down its walls to that patch of earth
whose signs of scorching warn the devout soul..

Here inside the room, the poet too:
aspiring spire, lightning conductor;
rattling between heaven and earth,
torn by view of outside, inside..

Poets are only responsible to their words

when lining up their obstinacies

in the mind, on paper:

after that, must send them on their way:

the words mean more, or less, than the poets knew
while writing them; someone else may make

better use of them. This too,
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the measure of the gods, of God.

Friedrich Holderlin, bi-polar poet-philosopher,1770-1843; correspondent of
Goethe, inspirer of Rilke, subject of much discussion by philosopher Martin
Heidegger.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 To Holy Russia

The door creaks, as she opens it
and the fall of the heavy iron latch
echoes through the empty church.

The atmosphere inside, this cold cold day,
is heavy, as such holy places are;

locked now at night; heavy,

with what? Anticipation; presence; memory
of all the human emotions

that have passed through them?

There’s still the clinging promise,
the fragrance of yesterday’s incense;
it could be a midnight cedar forest

in its dark wood-scented mystery.

She lights a candle, drops a coin
slowly, as those do to whom
each coin has a meaning.

She is small, shrunken as the aged are,

wrapped into roundness against the cold,

yet neatly; today there’s an extra sense of purpose
about her walk towards the glittering

gold ikonostasis -

is it the anniversary of the day

her husband perished in the labour camp?
Or the day her son died fighting

so that such as she might live,

to mourn him, proudly, all her life?

Or was she, is she, that unmarried, once famous
junior lecturer who lost her job

for speaking truth, whose students

carried her shoulder-high and placed her

on the tank outside the university,

challenging its gun?
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She kneels in front of the ancient ikon,

thick with gold; the ikon that tourists

note with brief glance as ‘Christ’...though when painted,
it was known as ‘Son of God’; now they call it

‘Son of Man’ - that seems to suit it.

She looks intently into His eyes
as she has so many times; each time,
a new day, asking what He has in store for her;

asks as intently as its painter: praying as he worked,

that He might come and fill the painted form

with His eyes, His heart, His soul; all that He brought to earth
from That which sent Him...

She looks into the eyes of the ikon -

or does the ikon look at her?

In some other world, there is mighty sound,
perhaps a word; the air is filled with soundlessness;
there’s fire that burns forever; great waters flow
like grace itself; new earth is watered.

She sees, in some great where between

herself and all things, love that cannot be measured;
mercy that can only explain itself with itself;

grace that’s only to be known; her heart

opens itself to her soundlessly;

all is revealed to the seeking heart.

The candles flicker in the draught; the door creaks,
and the heavy iron latch echoes

once, in the empty church; the Son of Man,

as an old woman, wrapped against the cold,

steps out into His kingdom. A few snowflakes;

a pale winter sun. But look into His eyes.

(revised)

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 To Ibn Al-Arabi, Sufi

God walked in his garden;
his footsteps became the universe;
his shadow became Man.

In the garden, the shadow
that knows itself a shadow
looks for the footsteps,

thinking only poems.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 To Kobayashi Issa

A bath when you're born;
a bath when you die;
between, a long river

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 To Parents

Come back, swim back... I need you...

When I stood a child upon the seashore
waving through the tears as first

the one and then the other

was taken by the tide until

no longer visible in that dark sea

too vasty to be thought about...

then turned, and ran back up the beach
to meet and greet my life..

that was, as it was; but now

I run back to the water’s edge

shouting come back... I never knew you,
I'm grown up now, I want to meet you,
ask you all the things I never asked,

tell you all the things I never dared,

look you in your fierce, sad eyes...

come back, swim back, I need you,
for I'm grown up now; I can love you
without restraint; give love not ask for it...

or must I wait, until the tide

laps feet, then knees, then heart, then sight...
to join you in that dark unknownness which
may be, may be, an even greater love

than that which stands here at the water’s edge
as the evening water darkens,

shouting swim back, swim back...

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 To Praise

Spring morning; air full of promise in the nostrils;
scents of flowers yet to bloom;

dew as diamonds on the grass stems;
sunshine on the hills across the river valley;

outside the rabbit hole, a terrier, crouched
on the scuffed reddish run-dust of a hundred paws;

focussed, completely still, every muscle ready and alert;
ear occasionally twitching at some movement underground;

now, all things are praise.
To live with praise, to live in praise,
to know; be blessed; be full;

joining, giving back, taste of that
which satisfies beyond all else;

then, dare to speak it: hear within the voice
knowledge of eternity in living now;

today, all things are praise.
The terrier, full five minutes still,
knows the rabbits knowing him;

gets up as if there’s nothing in the world
but this moment; scampers, wagging tail;

glances towards you, as if to share
the joy of dogginess and paw and earth;

a sudden move of breeze, off the still sea down there
to bless the land; the view quietly sparkles as if to say,
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you will remember this all your life
because a moment speaks eternity;

today, all things are praise

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 To The Bible-Bashers I Just Turned Away

They were black of course.

Saturday mid-morning; myself

just searching to round off

that poem on praise, adequately, so as not
to let down the poem up to there...

They were black of course.

Who else would hope to bring

the whi’ fo’ back to God? ...

even the Muslims have given up on us...
they, twentyish, I guess; he in front,
she all eager friendly smile behind..

they shone with goodness; goodness

that shone beyond what they, what I, would say;
beyond the headline of the magazine

he showed me, smiling, asked me what I thought:
‘Are these the Last Days? ...

I said, I'd pass on that;

wished them my good wishes:

wishes nondenominational, unspecified..
returned to the computer, now to find
the poem on praise, a hollow mockery...

and to the mind, there came that potent line:
‘Live each day as if thy last’...

They’re probably still knocking, down the streets,
gathering reactions mild and wild ...

I'd just like it if they - all too late - could know that
for a moment, goodness met the eye of goodness,
yet found no time to praise in present words..

Michael Shepherd
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11 To, For, Or Against An Irish Poet

When you re-ad alou-d your ow-n po-ems -
(prizewinners, dammit, every one) -

lingering on every no-un, ad-jective and ad-verb
as if they are simultaneously ancient jewels

that you’'re touching, showing to us; and yet
new jewels you're yourself in wonder at...

clothing e-ach w-ord with the sc-ent

of peat fire, soda bread, a glowing hearth;

a child asleep there in the corner;

a woman who’s grown rich, timeless in your love;

outside the cry of curlew, seaqgull,
the slap of wave on cliff;

but edged, sharp, like the sudden

intake of breath, with centuries on centuries
of uprisings cruelly downtrodden,

famine, allegiances,

leprechauns and muskets and the Armalite...

all these wrapped in baby’s or in widow’s shawl;
the shawl of memory that is a poem..

when you read you-r ow-n ver-se like this -
may-aking a tri-nity of vow-els from each Anglo-Saxon one -

then, I'm emerald green with envy,
reading my own verse in your imitated voice

as if it were those precious ancient new-found jewelled words...

and wishing that all poets - or no poets at all -
were, are, shall be, Irish-born...

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 569



1 1 Today

Today

(Mark it in the diary -
then throw the diary away..) :

Today dawned with the unusual
wrapped intriguingly in the familiar;
a freshness unidentifiable;

a promise, that promised

nothing specific:

as if I walk in a world

whose infinite complexity

is no problem;

its multiplicity, a straightforward matter;

which delivers something hoped for
and yet never formulated with real meaning:
simplicity;

here and now, yet feels eternal;

a heavenly sense of down-to-earthness;
a freedom that can’t remember

what it’s freed from;

where activity only seems
to tell one more of stillness,
and noise just sings of silence;

a day that’s a gift, without

a need to ask, or to receive;

where surrender is instantaneous, and continual,
and barely worth the mention;

where paradox is just a game;

where being, itself, is gratitude enough;

a day that says, this is how things are;

this is how it is... raising a quizzical eyebrow
and the hint of a smile:
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you thought it otherwise..?

a day that deserves a new-coined word
to mark it as exceptionally
unexceptionable: the word has

spoken of itself:

onefulness..

for the gift of just being is beyond

all thoughts of giver and receiver;

it's a day that promises to itself and myself,
what it delivers right now

in each present moment -

the indescribably magnificent,
glorious, who-would-have-guessed,
strangely familiar, and yet utterly new,

sense of the ordinary.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Translating Love

Oh, how to report to truth
the many shades of love?

Saint Bernard of Clairvaux,

monk of a silent order

writing what he could not speak,

writes of love for brother monks

without embarrassment;

expatiates upon the Song of Songs,

erotic metaphor, with passionate, pure heart;

finds so many Latin terms

for all the shades of love,

of which we can translate to English speech

but a modest few - love, delight, affection, charity,
true friendliness; the glowing heart...

Then, pen laid down, the saint
returns to narrow cell — and love:
in silence, stillness, solitude,
pursues translation's lifelong art,
but now beyond all words;

holy love into the human heart.

Oh, how to report to truth
the many shades of love..

Michael Shepherd
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I I Travel Guide To 2009

Let's get away from it all..

that is, to take 'it all' with you

and dump it on an idyllic beach

whose native population rake smooth

every morning

but who will remove your burden of thought
from that idyllic community

when you've come back?

OK go ahead, now hate me..

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Two Birds On A Tree

Look at this old photograph..

some of these old photos look

more ancient than their, what,
hundred-and-twenty years;

as if the very air was different, then?

This one’s simply of

two birds in a tree:

one sits and watches;
the other eats the fruits..

this moment, frozen, framed, in time,
takes on the epic stature

of a metaphor, a myth:

what of the previous second

in our passing time? What

of the next second?

Where have those birds come from,
where may they go next?

If we cease to patronise

their ‘bird-brains’, see them

closer to their God than we

whose minds depart so far from nature...

if we think they think, in thoughts
which we may share - then,

what are they thinking? what

do they think of one another?

I look again at the photo, speculate;
the photo grows in my concern

to some great tree of primal Paradise...
the Tree of Knowledge, could it be?

Is the one bird thinking,

what a fine place this is to rest!
A place to hide, if so need be,
among its leaves; a height,

an observation post,
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I still, the world about its business;
in stillness, I a little nearer to God,
just a little lower than the angels,
without beating my wings to find

a heaven above...

Is the other bird thinking,

what a fine restaurant I've found,
that God provided; I so hungry

on my way; how much I need to eat
to give me strength for further flight...

and have these two birds even noticed

each other, and each other’s state?

Are they two siblings from the self-same nest,
flying together through their lives;

loving one another until the last birdfall?

Two rivals, just about to fight to death?

Or, two fore-flyers of the same great flock,

about to land and strip the tree of fruit,

then rest, God-filled, to know Him in that stillness?

These thoughts; an ancient photograph;
now I wonder about the unknown photographer

who saw the world, in two birds on a tree.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Two Birds On The Same Tree

Two birds rest on the same tree;
their eyes are bright;

they look alike; yet one
is the Teacher; one the Student;

the Student tastes all the many fruits
upon that tree; the Teacher sits, just watches,

filled with love and pride;
the eyes of both are bright;

when the Student has tasted all,
the Teacher asks what has been learnt; for

only the Teacher knows within their heart:
that now the Student is the teacher;

the Teacher listens as a student;
the Student speaks now as a teacher

who has learned this of themself;
the Teacher’s eyes are bright:

knowing that to live it through
shows the knowledge to be true;

the Student is teaching the Teacher now, of
how to teach; the Teacher glows to know

the Student may surpass the Teacher;
knowledge shines from both their eyes;

who is the more glorious of these two
who share both the same name?

who rejoice to need the other;
who rejoice to be the other;
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now they are silent; now the tree’s rejoicing too;
Its roots above; its fruits below;

its leaves, a shelter;
its branches, home.

[ Leaning on a poem of Kabir: Indian readers will be familiar with
'two birds in a tree' as a metaphor for acting with detachment; Kabir takes this
further, into knowledge gained from wise action...]

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Two Cows Deconstruct Derrida

These two cows were ruminating
and one says, I was listening
to the milkmaid’s transistor

and this French philosopher

was explaining that there’s

no English translation of the French word
‘betise’ except ‘stupidity’ but

‘stupidity’ only refers to man
where the French ‘betise’ means
to behave like an animal...

and the other cow says
well what’s wrong with that

and the first cow says

well his point is, English cows
can’t be stupid; only man
can be stupid..

and the other cow says

well that's a relief then

so does that mean that French cows
can be stupid

and the first cow says
no because they don’t have a word for it
in French

so the other cow says

so then is it better to be
an English cow

that can’t be stupid

or a French cow

that can’t be called stupid

and the first cow says
who cares, I've always said
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the French ruminate too much
and then talk bullshit...

and the other cow says
I'm glad I'm a Jersey

what about that French milkmaid
I call sexyhands but

the farmer sometimes calls

a silly cow I wonder what
Derrida would say about that

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Two Paper-Thin Haikus

This crisp autumn morning,
the great tree sighs
for its destiny: a dictionary.

This warm summer evening
the dictionary sighs

remembering when it was a living tree.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Unity Of Source

That’s what she called it;

surprised that, as musician,

knowing how a piece of music

sets out from, and finally returns to

some chosen ‘key’ based on a single note:
which remains in mind of the composer
and the listener alike; calling back, after
the great adventure, to your loving home;

she, finding that poems, too,

maintain that sound, somewhere in mind - of
what the poem’s about; and whence it started;
which guides each word that’s chosen;

where it shall return to rest..

You hear this (even if you know

nothing about music..) in Mozart’s playful sounds:
as if each day, he packs a rucksack with a snack,
sets out for hills and mountains, clouds,

the tinkling streams, bird cries, goats clambering and
bleating; maybe hears a village band

practising down there below; smiles;

perhaps clouds gather; lightning flashes,

thunder rolls; for that is life..

then, as the shadows of the evening mountains

begin to creep towards the city streets,

follows the streams that skip beside him down the hillside,
paths appearing now, by goats and men more worn;
knowing that, at the end,

his home will still be where it was

that morning after breakfast...

Sometimes, when no-one’s listening but myself,

I sit at the piano, and play the ‘Mozart game’ -

strike a keynote chord; then close my eyes or turn away,
put a finger on an unknown note,

say, around two octaves above that; then

listen as a melody unfurls from inner ear; perhaps
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an intermediate harmony assists; and
finally, return to that loved home; now refreshed,
shining-eyed; content; and needing only rest...

Unity of source..

you hear it now?

how much we know of this,
yet scarcely knew we knew..

*x

for Elizabeth

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Universal Joke

You can't get really near
the Beloved Friend

who some call God

without a sense of humour;

humour; and paradox:

sadness brings humility,

humility catches God’s ear...

now you're laughing for sheer joy.

And have you heard this one...:
you can’t take anything from this world
without the world taking something from you...

isn’t that the best joke that ever was...?

Cows, who ruminate as well as Rumi ever did
Call it the Unified Field Theory.

Michael Shepherd
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I I Universe At Finger-Tip

Two or three months back
my little finger caught in a closing hinge;
could have been worse...

since then, the nail’s been

every shade of blackish-brown,

living some ancient, primitive life, of battered claw,
or shellfish, bruised by rock and ocean,

yet preserving, in its shell

such tender life

as heroes live to save..

every day, I watch this primeval drama
as, secretly, beneath the horny shell
so measured in its protectiveness,
dying slowly like a hero who enfolds

a baby life within his arms,

secretly beneath, there grows a new pink life;
its promise makes me look afresh

at its neighbour nails; and marvel

at the delicacy of their shade

from crescent moon to nail so practical..
what lacquer could ever hope to match

this living beauty?

and I fall silent, still; humbled at this scene
that brings the universe’s law and love
here to my finger-end. No name of god,

or evolution, or Intelligent Design,

may encompass my humility;

I who know not my own finger-end;
humility so still, it's even beyond prayer.

If praise can be one, without form -

then this is praise.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Unthinks-Balloon

Ask a saint
or ask a balloon

how fullness
can be emptiness;

how joyful they both are!

[leaning on Rumi]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Vaanii

Vaanii

You spoke of ‘vaanii’ as that speech
that follows true perception

with exact expression

in that glorious inner sound

that’s followed into action..

intrigued, I took the dictionary from the shelf..

and it speaks of music..

like - I hear from memory -

that roadside stream accompanying your walk,
whose music - ever changing,

ever a continuance of the same -

speaks of its source among the wooded hills;
speaks of the beauties that it passed;

and of its destiny, in merging with salt sea;

as Saraswati, goddess of wise speech,

protected now within the deepest stone;

that music that the head hears and obeys in reason;
that music which the heart hears in the voice;

that music dancing in the graceful action:

unmistakeable as truth, it has a name:
vaanii.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Vanaprasthiya

Their grandchild’s silken first hair
brushed with tender love;
their own hair, grey or white or gone;

household handed over to
their son, daughter, or
their spouse; now,

to find again themselves, to be themselves;
free, they walk the morning air of freedom
towards the woods; upon the way,

meet others of their age.

Trees - as every child knows

and old men may remember;

old women see through their own children's eyes -
listen with such silent wisdom,

that among the trees,

all become wise.

And so they, the honoured aged,

meet, acknowledge, greet,

speak as many words as truth may draw;
meditate; then, open eyes and every sense
teach, this is what a temple is;

this is what you are.

Evening stillness; then they return
to the hearth and warmth of family; as
a great grove of ancient, fresh-leafed trees

where in stillness soul meets nature
and finds truth arise.

[With thanks to Sunil Bhattacharya for some hints of history]

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 587



11 Verbs V. Nouns

Nouns...

they’re dead things; names

you give to things to render them

immobile; to make them yours, your very own; fit for nothing
except scrapheaps, museums, dictionaries, armchairs;

but they make you feel good;

you have control over their world;

you don’t have to think about them any more;
they’re all locked up safe in your collecting-box,
the noun for which is head:

you can sound important with nouns:
this government’s raft of measures
for fiscal stimulation of the economy

but verbs... ah, verbs!
you can’t own them, push them about,
collect them, be important about them;
they own themselves;

they’re outdoor words: going about their
lawful business, doing what they're best at,
measuring their own life as they work;
adapting themselves to what needs to be done
which nouns can’t do without a committee

and then it's too late; happy

to be themselves, being; even

being while they’re doing.. don't you wish

you were a verb?

Nature - (that’s a verb, by the way,
not a noun) - is all verbs; evolution
is a verb (not a theory):

DNA’s a verb - you can’t own it

like a noun...it doesn’t even

want to own you...

so, be a child - put your boots on,

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 588



run, splash, shout look at all those verbs;
how bright the world, what fun,
nothing to put in your pocket to take home

(or if you do, it'll change to a noun, your noun,
in your pocket, in your drawer, gathering dust:
verbs don’t have the time to gather dust...)

verbs are for observing; verbs are for
seeing for the first time; wow! Verbs are for
inventors, explorers, tree-climbing,

coming home after a day of verb-watching
tired and looking forward to tomorrow

and sleeping soundly, maybe even
thanking, laughing, giving, living;

God is a verb.

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 Versus

Wood, leather, metal

clank together in irregular rhythm:
behind the Roman ploughman
crows and sparrows compete

to see what the blade throws up
from this red soil like ancient pots;
the horse, its patience godlike,
knows when to turn without

that hoarse, brief, ancient shout.

The old typewriter rattles on so fast

you cannot tell whether she is happy in her work;
again, again, the bell rings, telling her

it’s time for carriage to reverse.

The poet’s eyes are unfocussed,

lost to thought; the words come slow;
more certain, where the line may end -
the mind to take the mind’s own breath.

Versus. Where the furrow ends;
and where the line of verse

asks some new thing of the mind.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Water Into Wine

Once upon a time,

Jesus, who called himself the true vine,
turned water into wine

in an act of love.

All over the world, right now,
a million grape vines
are performing the same miracle

slowly; silently; aided by the sun;

their roots, like farmers, coal or diamond miners,
searching in the earth

for the most precious;

it doesn’t hit the headlines

but who dares say

a patient, silent, unsung love

is any less a miracle?

Who dares say that grape vines
do not seek and love

their beautiful perfection?

miracles, an act of love;
love, that miracle unearned -

what may we do to earn, to drink,
that wine of Love, but love?

[with a bow to Hafiz]

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 We As Parents To Our Parents

They never teach you this at school;
they'll try to teach you reading, writing, 'rithmetic
in their own instructed ways;

but now, if anyone suggested it, there'd be howls
about the impertinence, the interference,
the rights, the dangers of this and that -

but all the same, they never teach you:
how to get on with your parents.

Oh there are books and books and books

telling your parents how to look after you, but hey!
there are two parties here! Mom and Dad

can ask their own parents (sometimes - because they
were in the same situation as you are now and so,
reckon they can do a better job...) but

who can you, ask?

Philip Larkin told us memorably that

'they f*** you up, your Mum and Dad’,

which may not be the case for all of us;

Hindus have their own stern answer to this question:
you chose them, in effect, as the result

of your behaviour in your previous life...so there,
work with that, kiddo, could be

the making of you...stop blaming it all on them!

So there you are, in this heated cauldron of love and hate, or
like sharp stones shaken in this bag called family

until the rough edges wear (each other) away and
those smooth round pebbles roll out to the world...

but perhaps a little help wouldn't hurt?

I was exactly four and a half when I told the truth about something,
since I didn't know any other way; and as my parents' voices

rose in argument about 'knowing what was best for me',

(I remember the moment now, so clear) I turned my back

on this so painful sound, faced the 'wireless' on the chest of drawers,
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and decided there and then

that grown-ups made such a fuss when you told the truth

that it would be better not to - at least, until

they grew up a bit... and there, went half a lifetime

of prevarication, dodging the question, fantasy: never tell the truth
until you're sure they really, really want to hear it...

Then when I was eleven or thereabouts

(and again, I remember exactly where I was standing

at the time - the bottom of the stairs)

the solemn thought 'entered my head":

that in some way I knew but couldn't quite explain,

I was in the position, had some duty,

to take care, in some thoughtful way, of the minds of those
my parents...

But they didn't teach that at my school.

love, I knew all about; but

parents? Aren't they strange? They try so hard, too...
and no, I don 't need 'counselling’, thanks -

I'd rather keep it in the family. All I'm asking

is, a few lessons, maybe? I'd even do

the homework.

XXX love you both XXX

[revisited]

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 What Is Your Substance...?

What's your ‘substance’, Aristotle, pray? -
that in your book On Metaphysics, you
should feel the need to look at ‘being’ more
than Plato said of soul? How ‘know thyself’?

You focus your so glorious mind, O sage,
on what confronts us in our human state;
hoping that from there, all will disclose
itself; and so you seek to formulate:

in Book Four, Chapter Two, acutely list

four ways, four meanings, of the Greek as used;
to us, they’re more apparent grammar-wise:
‘being’ as noun, verb, adverb, adjective...

you ultimately choose the languaged thing:
nouned as existence, substance - ‘ousia’;

no wonder Shakespeare took you up on that;
asking as he did, God’s self in human form
what were the essence of that insubstantial
substance that the world’s whole being holds:

and out from all these cloudy worlds of thought -
it’s ‘constancy’ in godly human heart..

I wonder, Aristotle, if Will’s search
to see the One that’s constant in the All
would satisfy your subtle Grecian mind?

or, in Creation’s grammar as it lives,
do active verbs precede substantive nouns?

And do we know our godly self more true,
as constant in ourselves, in Being Now?

[For Pete, who asked]
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1 1 What She Told Me

Arrived at last at the monastery
she listened as he asked

why are your aspirations so very puny?
why do you not aspire

to be liberated for the sake

of all mankind?

and, she said, she could
have cut the silence with a sword;

the two-edged sword, of unreason

and of reason; the same light

flashing from the hero’s sword

or burning steady, gentle, from the candle
there in the temple of the heart.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 What The Stone Said

This stone: scraps of wet earth
still clinging to it;

rounded, greyish; large enough
to fit into my palm as if,

cradled there, it's enough part of me
to tell me that it's more than
inert matter without consciousness..

its pleasing roundness — warming
in my hand - tells me a little
of its history:

once it was one of many, jostled
over years or centuries in
a river or an ocean bed;

to be thrown up, again and again,
from the maw of breaking, angry wave
onto a beach; then at some high tide,
pulled back again;

it's covered with its history:

a mass of scratches where a fiercer sand
from the hierarchy of stone’s hardnesses,
scratched it; to be soothed and smoothed
by its fellow sufferers on the watered bed.

Warm in my cradling palm, it shares

or so it seems, my own consciousness:

the same consciousness as all Creation’s wonders,
but here in supreme, uncomplaining,
inexpressive, yielding pure obedience:

a sermon in a stone; awaiting future call

to be raised up a man..

no wonder - as all children know -
‘beach’ (and can’t you hear there,
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tread of feet on hard, resistant, partially
yielding stones?)

and ‘shore’ (and can’t you hear there

the waves smoothe the sand,

then draw back to crash again

like a drawn breath of astonishment?

- as children know: beach and shore

full of their shared consciousness;

God’s playground which he shares with them.

That was what the stone said.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Where Do You Go, Girl?

Where do you go, girl,
when you fall asleep?

for even when we've spent a passion's time,
you, all woman and all animal,

and then drift gently into sleep

and I to watch you drift -

you're straight away a girl again.

Do you dream a girlhood's dearest dreams?
or roam a woman's world?

What girlhood's safe, safe place

do you retreat to

in your private sleep?

Was it when the only man to love

was your beloved father,

still recovering from a wartime's hangover

with alcohol - and your so fierce, despairing help?

Where do you go in sleep?

while I now watch this unknown girl;
an upper lip that asks so innocently
to be kissed?

And lower lip that just so innocently
enjoys?

Where do you go, girl,
so far, so many years away from me?

Where do you go, girl?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Where Prayer Meets Praise

Where does prayer end, and praise begin?
Can there really be distinction?

In prayer, we believe, we call upon the gods,
those forces greater than our smaller selves,
to give us what we feel we sadly lack;

In praise, we ask them nothing; simply dedicate
our inner selves to honour all we feel of worth;
honour, laud and magnify those highest qualities
that mortal minds conceive as boundless life..

Within us, then, some prior knowledge grown
of what we feel should govern our full life!

And now the blissful sages speak to us

and tell us that the heavens which we seek
are equally inside our very selves,

awaiting recognition and acknowledgement;

so what does that imply? That what we call upon
with prayer, must be answered; for it’s there
within already - courage, strength or love;

and what we praise, is, too, all there within:

we praise ourselves, while thinking of ourselves

as other than ourself.. now, is this strange? or beautiful -
beyond all beauty: good beyond all good?

and true, for all hearts know the truth of truth?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Who Needs Speling Enyway

Why
I asked myself, a child,

do those marmalade jars
need to tell you

they're made of sevral oranges?
Any child knows that..

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Who's First To Bat?

‘What is it like to be a bat? ’
Sprigge asked the question first;
then Thomas Nagel took it up
with philosophic thirst;

What is it like to be a bat?

Who knows? Bats aren't so chatty...
but if you asked a bat, I guess
he’d say, ‘Well.. kinda batty..’

(Written to mark the impending publication of the great man's essays, 'Secular
Philosophy and the Religious Temperament')

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Whose Photos?

In the mind, there’s a photo-album
stamped on the cover, My Photos?
with a question-mark -

the stranger’s profile, immortalised
as they waited at the crossing lights;

the face crumpled with laughter
at the joke you missed, as
you boarded the bus;

the first glimpse of a future lover’s
stance, expression meaningless:
strangely unattractive,
insignificant yet remembered;

whose photographs are these?
it's as if some other mind

borrowed your camera without your consent,
to leave taunting hints of timelessness.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Whose Tears?

I don't cry. Not

floods of tears cry.

The eyes moisten, but,

It's the rest of it...:

the chest heaves unsuppressibly, as if

it would leap out from the body's confines...
it's all beyond control;

‘sob’ isn’t the right word

because it’s all silent.

It never used to be like this;

now — well, I'm too embarrassed

to tell you everything

that sets it off.. just think ‘sentimental’...

except that it's quite without those personal thoughts
like, what a cute puppy,

I can feel for her,

how I'd be proud to be him right now...

athletes of any sport or any nation
ascending the podium while

their strange national anthem plays...
and it's a sure bet;

anyone who fulfils themselves,
achieves something which
makes them clearly proud...

triumph over adversity, over handicap;
the Paralympics - have you noticed,
they're the most quietly satisfied of winners?

the shining eye of
someone who's given from the heart...
or someone who's received that gift...

sometimes the perfection of
a sung phrase, its subtle timing,
the emotion kernelled in a single note...
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the first notes of those hymns they sing
when heroes finally are laid to rest...

or a convincing love story -
no, I won't give you the names -

or a moment of some unexpected truth
which speaks of something far beyond...

even a silence, an unfocussed presence
that holds some revelation yet
unformulated; only recognised..

I have this strange, beloved stranger
in my shaking chest,

a law unto itself, which doesn’t
ask for my consent before
the convulsions start...

in @ way, it's quite reassuring:
something within me, announcing
its independent life;

something capable of being stirred;
and when it stops its heaving,

here’s the best part: then, it's gone -
no thought to smear the mind,

no mood to coddle or indulge..

it came; it went; so pure, so clean;

best to give it no attention,
let it live its life without my interference;
it’s asking nothing of me but

to love its freedom; watch it be itself.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Why Should I Take Your Time...?

Why should I take your time

describing in loving detail

the day so many years ago

when I smelt the air on a cliff-top -
sunlight, stubby wind-blown salt flowers,
still glitter of the sea, etc -

and knew freedom, liberation,

the blessing of landscape,

the magic of perspective...

all in the unfamiliar, so innocent, cliff-top air
that touched immortal on the cheek...?

I guess it's like an expensive gift that you give
without unwrapping its elaborate protection;
inside, something both banal, and magical:

not the memory; but the memory

of being, just being; just being a child;
when the world spoke of itself

in every magic detail, unwrapped itself and
with so much to say...

the magic of memory; being, not quite forgot;
offered to you, not wrapped by me,
(watching your face as you open it...)

but, from yourself?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Why Shouldn'T Poems...

...be hot out of a

news item - even if

it barely ranks as ‘poetry’ -
if it moves a would-be poet
more than many a poem...?

Here's the story: Dr Jill Bolte Taylor,

who became a neuro-scientist because

her beloved brother was schizophrenic...
had an exceptional opportunity for research

when one morning a golf-ball-sized haemorrhage
in her left brain, gave her a stroke, which
she was able to observe as it happened...

becoming herself schizophrenic in a fashion,
so that one half of her brain said

this consciousness is boundless...

while the other half said, I'm me...

struggling to support one another as
for forty-five minutes, she tried

to find her office identity

in a blur of pixels that were a number
she must dial...

it took her eight observant years

to recover; now she tells the story,

(always herself, always as boundless

as her story):

some of us smiling through our tears, her tears,
her smiles..

maybe I could turn that into
more of a poem... but why?
Between these lines, between
she and me, I and you,

the boundless, too..

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 607



Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Wild Thought

Twin squirrels leapfrog
on the gleditsia branch.
Do frogs play squirrel?

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Winter Fun

Delicious snowflake
floating perfect then melting
on my outstretched tongue

Michael Shepherd
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I I Winter In The City

The snow is yellow
round the doorway to the pub;
gone, the sound of 'Aaaahh...’

Michael Shepherd
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I'1 With A Hey And A Ho And A Txtng To-And-Fro

It was a lover and his lass

with a hey and a ho and a texting to and fro
that o'er the sidewalks smiling pass

with ringtones, with ringtones,

with dotty ditty ringtones

while cellphones ring

hi! tingalingaling,

sweet lovers love a ring.

It was that cool dude and his chick

with a hey and a ho and a texting to and fro
swopping tunes and sharing pix

with ringtones, with ringtones

with dotty ditty ringtones

and all the birds

txt Iv ya bf wrds

sweet lovers love a ring

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 612



11 'Woman -'

How can a mother ever quite forget,

or quite relinquish in her memory,

that state which babies share with saints:
to be free from all desires of mind?

And so the mother must take on

that strange but natural responsibility

to desire, for the baby in her charge; but then,
one day, to learn to stop to ‘mother’

for the child’s own growing sake..

And how much more, instinct and reason
must have played in Her; given a responsibility
greater than the world itself?

And who can ever know those private conversations
between the growing Child of God
and young earthly mother of that heavenly Child?

So, when at that wedding and its showing-forth
the servants were unsure, She was there
to say ‘Do what He says’..

And from John comes that bald account
which we must read each for ourself:
‘Woman, what have you to do with Me...? ’

He, not yet ready as He thought,
for destiny; divisive miracles?

Who knows how many private conversations
lay behind that question and its rhetoric -

public, and recorded by that deeply impressed scribe...

and whether it was said with gentle smile
(who reads the words of Jesus as from One
who almost always smiled - His words, a gift?)

or said with firm authority, which we may take
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as heard by Her, not with a fusser’s shame,
but with Magnificat still ringing in Her mind?

And then, perhaps, She learned to grieve
and not to grieve, beneath a holy Cross..

I think this passage is forever read
by men in one way; women in another;

and perhaps, that’s just how it should be.

Michael Shepherd
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I 1 Writing Poetry

To make of every poem

a challenge; face with joy an
honourable failure; blaze
with glorious sadness:
laughing at the glory,
smiling at the sadness;

but hearing in the heart

that which cannot be said, but

is to be ever listened to:

unknown, formless, eternal, always present.

Michael Shepherd
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1 1 Yahbu Haiku

The cherry tree laughed -

three days' yearly blossoming:
no haiku poet!

Michael Shepherd
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11 You, To Whom I Am Myself

O You Who Are - the formless, nameless One,
more real than all forms and names can speak:

You for whom we seek to find a name
and yet who has no name, who needs no name;

You for whom we seek to shape a form
and yet who has no form, who needs no form;

Yet whom we name in every hame we speak,
and whom we see in every form we seek:

is there some name bestowed for nameless name,
a form imagined for a formless form,

by which all hearts today that seek themselves
may shape their search as if for One unknown?
may kneel in front of their own golden throne?

Should we approach you as the Lord of Hearts,

who’s spoken of in heartfelt praise of glorious human brilliance,
endeavour, art, achievement and discovery;

the Lord who gave us hearts to know we love?

Should we approach you as the Lord of Self,
whom we all know when we relax, become

more our known self, in silence, rest, or company
that sparkles round a table built of happiness?

Should we approach you as the Lord of Consciousness
in whom we live and move, and be; yet never see

for you're the seeing in ourself; to whom we wake
and know, and stand securely, watching all?

I ask You for the sound of some new yet eternal name;
that sound by which all quickly know themself

and talk once more from hearts forever free,

of what we are, and know, and love to be.
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I 1 Your Self: From Plotinus' 'Enneads' 6.3

Seeing yourself - at last - so beautiful:
cease, at last, that vision to deny!

What then, to see in your so glorious self?
What qualities shine out upon the world?

Loftiness of spirit; righteousness

of life; the purity of discipline;

majestic face of courage; gravity;
fearless, tranquil, passionless modesty—

and shining down forever on all this:
that glorious light in all things known and seen;
that watches even, its own watchfulness;

your self as all things, ever known to be.

And now you are Yourself: a blazing Sun;
glorious with the radiance that is One.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 619



11 Zen And The Art Of Plastic Flower Maintenance

From time to time, when

I've been meditating, and

these things matter, I pick respectfully
the plastic flowers from their vase,
wash the vase, wipe the dust

off the leaves with a moist cloth,

dip the flower-heads in water

as one would give someone

a holy bath

and then replace them in

a slightly new position in the vase,
a slightly new position on the table.
absurdity and

something beautiful

have met and got along together rather well.

Michael Shepherd
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11 Zimbabwe

My heart, which lives

its own laws

cannot bear to talk

with my fine Zimbabwean friend
when he comes to Britain

about 'the situation’

my heart wishes only
to be in the presence
of a fine man

and to feel myself

a fine man

in his presence

together we are human
and there is no
despite

(for Taylor)

Michael Shepherd
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11 Zimbabwe - An Echo

The day before yesterday

they dealt with the terminally ill to free the hospitals.
Yesterday,

they dealt with those who did not contribute to the economy.
Today,

they dealt with those who oppose the government.
Tomorrow,

they will deal with those who have heard of a better life.
Next week,

do not be surprised at the truck

with bloodstains on its tailboard

at your gate tooting its impatient horn.

Michael Shepherd
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1..SAD

and sad, perhaps;

as of children

visited for the first time in their life

by sadness; pure sadness,

without friend or enemy,

just sad; sadness which does not tell

of its parents, or of where it came from,

or of where it might be going;

or of how long it might stay before it goes..
yes, sadness like that.

Michael Shepherd
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I ...Their Blackness...

‘..and their blackness is incontrovertible...”

as the mind surfaced out of sleep today,
these words - matter-of-fact, authoritative -
spoke in my inner ear.

had it been a fleeting image or

the painful ending of some dream - like
struggling to catch the last train

which all the time receded -

it would have been dismissed;

but the writer’s mind seizes on such things:
this line, an Alexandrine or hexameter:
what scene had come before

this ultimate pronouncement?

was this the verdict of some shining, white-robed one
summing my mortal sins, written indelible?

what came before? had there just been

some paltry list of virtues dimly glimpsed,

good deeds half-done? or could I hope

this shining one spoke not of me at all?

was this a glimpse of what had gone from mind,
the glorious radiance of a perfect world?

or glimpse of compensatory twin mirror-world
which physicists speak of as balancing necessity
of charges positive and negative,

where all is in reverse; and so, perhaps the mind;
and black is good and God; and white is...trash...

or had the mind been in the world of art,

where, as in the etched fine lines like thinnest wire
of a Picasso or a Hockney - incontrovertibly
shaping in the finest, mindful black

a world of friends, of fears, of foes,

of loves and lives and lovely, lively things?
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we know so little of the world of dream,

so close to poets' fantasies of truth;

and shall I wish, tonight - so far away this sunny dawn -
to find again that other world, where all is brightest white?
or meet that other world, where black is beautiful..

Michael Shepherd
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1 ? 1 'Please Read My Poems'

'Read my latest poems.

Here's a list of the twelve
you need to read first..

In return, give me a list
of any of yours you might like

me to read..

Though I can't promise to do that right away;
I'm very busy, writing poems and stuff.'

Well, go stuff your stuff
just where it came from.

Oops, I forgot to take the tablets..

Michael Shepherd
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1 0009 Thank God It's Friday

I'm on night shift at the moment so
I miss the local news. But

I take the dog up the hill, there’s
usually something going on.

there were three of them up

there today but I must have
missed the excitement; just

two old ladies and a young man
standing on that huge pile of skulls
waiting there beneath them

for the inevitable

they were telling each other
Jewish jokes to keep their
spirit up. I only caught

one joke - ‘they say that
Jews are just like

other people - only

more so...”

Laugh? I thought the One
in the middle would die

laughing

I was halfway back when
It all went dark

Michael Shepherd
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1 0253 To Li Po On Saint Patrick's Day

Dear Li Po

you wrote your Po-em of The Day

for Poemhunter

about drinking - and alone at that - without mentioning
that it's Saint Patrick's Day

when drinkers seldom drink alone

for the craic's the thing

so next time you have to drink alone
except for your shadow,

notice that your shadow

under the light of the Moon,

dances more drunkenly, and sooner
- happy shadow -

than you. You haven't noticed?

Then perhaps you're thinker

than you drunk you are

pionta Guinness, le do thoil

Michael Shepherd
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I A Ring Of Bright Words Dancing

and that day

eighty words woke up, listened to each other,
smiled, joined hands,

danced in a ring

and as they danced around and round
the space inside the circle

became magic

the earth flowed

into a brightness in the air

which in its space

became sound

the words dancing
left a ring in the grass
in the sound of a poem

then returned home

to where words rest

in stillness and in silence
until called upon

to waken fresh

Michael Shepherd
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I A Bawdy To My Mistress' Landscape In 17th Century
Style

A rather lovely hilly place

resides below her lovely face

and beyond that, a lovely valley
reveals a fertile grove that’s pally

[the first line comes from a lady's bio-data on this site...]

Michael Shepherd
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I A Birthday Celebration

How strange it seems, that old age follows youth!
when all the world seemed one's own, at that time,
with time enough to seek a higher truth -

who'd guess the stairs so steep, so slow to climb?

Worn carpets and worn kneecaps are old age
- and yet, a blessed time for life of mind:

for those who wish, a different sense of wage;
free-chosen universal work to find;

and yet more blessed still: that earth-bound soul
to meet and greet, and work its soil and flowers;
to live with gratitude; and scan the whole

to find that One which proves the whole world ours.

As iron age yields to the gold of truth,
so our old age may find within, true youth.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Buddhist Speaks: A Man Listens, Drinks

‘The burning flames of anger have parched the stream of my being.
The thick darkness of illusion has blinded my intelligence.

My consciousness drowns in torrents of desire.

The mountain of pride has flung me into the nether worlds.

The driving blizzard of envy has dragged me into samsara.

The demon of belief in the ego has me firmly by the throat.’

(Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche)
[samsara = the flow of the world] ]

Oh Dilgo! You too? And you,
high in the snowy mountains, in a thriving monastery,
surrounded by devotion, love, study, meditation, prayer...

what hope for me and us, if this is what you find in you?

Then I remember your serene and smiling face,
untrammelled, unaffected, giving, and compassionate;
your first thought, before and after meditation

and the seeking of those light-clouded inner worlds,
compassion for the world; as you in turn were taught..

what hope for me and us, what can we do -
but, read this... not with self-loathing, but compassion,
the compassion that brought you, too, to write...

and I recall how snow, hanging from a mountain ledge,
forms drops of water sparkling in the sun and mountain air;
now and then, they drop; join together in a trickle;

a little way below, a mountain stream

gurgles, laughs upon its way;

makes a channel in the rock, splashes from the overhangs;
further down below (silent and still from up here, but for

a single bird, wheeling, gliding, in the lower air)

down below - a mighty river plans to form;

how pure its water tastes.
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Michael Shepherd
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I A Cx¥x¥x¥x¥xkkg - Well, Ok, Seasonal - Plea..

Art brings a smile and a message.
Thus the art of ‘Christmas’ cards...
(and I use the word loosely,

as its public use is now disapproved...)

A folded card: that’s four smallish sides to fill.

An appropriate seasonal smile on Page One;

Page Two requires nothing,

blank but room for something else to say

in lieu of that family catch-up print-out page

your children will have helped with; or maybe not..

Page Three offers a seasonal message - but
watch out these days - ‘you can't use

THAT for THEM...” oh of course, they're,
what exactly? Crypto-Buddhists?

Lapsed Amish? Richard Dawkins and

his, er, dour or smiling family ?

Page Four - the great let-out

for the card’s - and implicitly your -
abysmal grey vapidity...

it's a charity card!

No money for the Hallmark millionaires!

So spare a thought this season, for
those who have to choose those
cards for charities...

non-denominational, non-racist,

politically correct but only in

a negative sense - no dolphins

or humpback whales with an

ambivalent Monna Lisa smile:

your Japanese friends might sense a slight...

For suspected closet Christians

where the charity’s along those lines,
it's back to symbol and the catacombs

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive

634



and secret worshippers — perhaps
a burning nightlight, hinting
faith, in outer, inner, darkness?

or if that's risky, then the January snowdrop,
suggesting hope, continuance..

for children’s charities, you can risk

a teddy bear - so far, no pulpit East or West
has denounced him as a capitalist, or as
American as Roosevelt...or an

endangered species thus dismissed...

but keep the smiling children off the card..
their faces might betray leanings

towards skin-colour preference,

adoption difficulties...

The 25 charities who have grouped together
as the '1959 Group’ have risked this year

a Santa, face hidden but for pinkish nose...
cavorting on the ice, accompanied

by an antlered orchestra;

I guess the charities for multiple schlerosis,
epilepsy, autism, lifeboats, have agreed...
the rink-edge board behind him coyly

says ‘Merr....stmas’...nmmm, close thing...

The glorious sunlit barn-end in the snow

of a Massachusetts farm, ‘printed in USA,

finished in Canada’...uh? ... tells us that

the year moves round; nature, seasons, farm work
always with us; as it was in Bethlehem;

how sweet the fresh, clean manger smells!

we turn as always, to Page Three;
where heart warms heart with written words;
taste, politics, social obligation,

have no place here; it's simply, love.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Cautionary Tale For Parents

"My mother told me
that I never should
play with the gipsies
down in the wood...

but she didn't tell me
why not, alas...so
'shouldn't...’

turned to 'should..' -

now I'm wiser,
but I'm pregnant..
guess I got that

roamin' blood..."

Michael Shepherd
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I A Cream Tea To Live For

It's the flash of bright sunlight

reflected off a passing car

that stops me in my tracks -

picking out the teatime plate which

-since I'm one of those who motivate themselves
by the ‘reward’ system -

twenty minutes of gardening

have made all the sweeter:

a slice of soda bread, warm

from baking just two hours ago;

spread with crumbly-textured home-made cream cheese
(got it right this time, as much by accident) ,

and spread on this, red strawberry jam;

a slight mound here and there

implying a whole fruit promising itself

in this superior ‘preserve’..

the sunlight shining on its gleaming surface

it’s like those foodie photographs

(and yes, I know, they have to use

shaving foam because of those hot studio lights...):
those photographs in the lifestyle section

which we linger over, but have

already decided long ago,

yes, that’s for me; or, that’ll never be for me...

today, it seems, its perfection

is, for me: for this, heaven and earth were made;
if the gods are to be sought,

they are only to be sought

in the present moment.

Today, they do not fail. Nor I. Nor I.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Garfunkel Moment

' I've always thought
the game in life

is to stay interesting
to yourself '

2007

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 638



I A Girdle Round The Earth - I Fly, Master!

Right now, there are near 5,000 visitors on this site.

Let's suppose

you spend 8 hours a day surfing the web

and 8 hours sleeping

and 8 hours doing stuff

that's, er,15,000 readers of one / lots of / poem(s) every suncircle.

And we thought Shakespeare's Puck and Ariel were fiction?

Michael Shepherd
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I A Good Man In An Evil Time

This is the story I was told - I've omitted
the details which might identify

and narrow down the nation,

the place, the family, the man...

It was in his teens, at school,

when the national leader arose

to bring the nation to its future,

its fulfilment, its destiny; so, like

his fellows, he joined the youth corps,
their eyes shining with ideals.

When the war inevitably came,

the time to show the world,

he was conscripted as a soldier.

He was not easy with this; killing for any noble cause
was not in his beliefs; he sought advice

in every holy book of every faith,

and knew within himself that he was right:

life is in the gift of the gods, and not of men.

One against the many, what could he do?
Should he commit suicide, there and then,
or its equivalent, disobey until he was shot,
unrecorded, unpublicised? That too,

he felt was wrong, life denied.

He decided to do just what he was told;

but at night, alone, to lay all this in prayer
at the feet of God; to sleep then and awake
with a conscience washed by that same God
who, it seemed, allowed wars just and unjust
for reasons which few men may unravel.

As war continued, this model soldier

rose within the ranks; and by an irony of fate
was chosen to be on the staff

of the death camps now being secretly set up.
How intense his prayer now became;
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how testing was this time.

The details of this nhow are all known

(more than even those involved then knew) :
after the war, when the trials of war criminals
attempted human justice, some leaders

felt that suicide was the honourable death;
some lived in hope, were tried and hanged;
some committed to life imprisonment

to repent their life; or not.

For him (and some camp victims who survived
even spoke for him; ‘unyielding,

but never wantonly cruel’ said one)

and truth to tell, at that sorry time,

those not involved

sneered at ‘I was only obeying orders’, and

to his fellow countrymen, he was an uneasy figure
to represent their national conscience

-for him, the ten year sentence

was much the same as a (conscript's) monastic cell;
adequate sustenance, housing, humble clothes,
and prayer.

Here the story told to me

breaks off; I cannot say

whether as a model prisoner

he won the admiration of his guards,

even the love; whether he wrote this down

and it was lost, or may one day make a book;
whether, if you met him, he would shine out
with love and truth and wisdom,

even saintliness; so that

you'd be proud to have met him; some say
that when he came out of prison, aged around 38,
he became a schoolteacher; some say, a priest;
others say, a doctor in a hospital..

I can only say, here was a good man;
and wonder how I would have behaved
had I been in his place; and whether,
as his life drew to a close,

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive



he was even grateful in his soul
to have been so tested; and
to have known life whole.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Hero Of His Clime

This morning, as I cut into

the tough flesh of the huge tomato

with its brown, half-healed scar

like an old sabre wound from some great battle,

the thought came, if you can call
a vegetable, heroic, and why not,
then this old bruiser is a hero...

its red proud chest so stalwart set,
saying, I saw the season through..
come rain, come shine, come wind
and foul weather - what’s going on these days? -

I saw it all - and more than that -

I grew it - my way... and if they said,
as mortals do -

as if they knew a tom that’s true -
you're not for us - I'll say to you -

I saw two thousand seven through -
I lived it = my way...

Michael Shepherd
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I A High Cue, Or Japanese Billiards

Beware the person
who says 'It's not that simple..."
you may believe them.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Journey Through An Interminable Poetic
Landscape

In the midst of the dense thicket

of the poet-milky wood, just beyond the gas pumps
standing as lonely as a trio of crows

waiting for a poet’s metaphor, and just beyond

where the pavement ends,

the road divided:

I took the road less travelled,

- unlike, say, a wise purveyor of ice-cream;

pausing only to think, as the evening
fell like sadness from my cigarette, that
the other road will be for me

for ever, the road I did not take

into the landscape which I did not see,

in the time that will not return;

but the road I took, led past

plum-trees, showering Spring’s wild daffodils

as with a late Spring snow, falling quietly

like the sighs of young slant-eyed girls thinking of love;
I'm glad I took that road; for later, when Autumn

with its mists and mellow plumful fruitiness,

came silently, so silently,

I took that road again; although I'm told

the other road was much the same;

but now, as the brown leaves fell and swirled,

the small, hard plums had fallen;

I took some home, put them in the ice-box;
were they juicy, cold on my morning lips?
No. They’'d gone; along with the girl

I'd brought home, and the crate of beer;
just a note on the ice-box door:
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‘T used to worship your poetry; now
I know that you’ve sold out... loser...’

Michael Shepherd
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I A Joyful Death In Life

There is, it's said, a state of joyful death,
known to the wise; and this, more realised
than that cessation of our mortal breath
beyond experience; only surmised;

a ‘death’ that’s not an end, but life anew;

a death that leaves no space where to be sad;
that leaves no time for guilt, regret or rue

but sets us free to know ourselves, and glad;

quite free of ‘past’ and ' future’ in the mind,

a life entirely of the moment’s grace;

the present taking care of what'’s designed

to teach the lessons which our soul must face;
consciousness then grows apace; and when
the ego dies - there’s no more dying then..

[with acknowledgements to Eckhart Tolle's "'The Power of Now']

Michael Shepherd
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I A Lady Beyond Death

She’s dying.

She’s had two heart attacks,
they say the third, the fatal one,
could come at any time.

But she’s on her feet or sitting,
talking of things different.

Her husband - his love already
has taken him beyond grief — smiles, says,
she’s somewhere between earth and heaven..

but I'm awed by her. She shines.
So this is just a hint of what

an angel is. A whiteness in the air
around her; she’s like a young girl,
yet beyond life, and yet again,
younger than a life; unsullied.

She’s somewhere, not between earth and heaven,
but somewhere where earth and heaven

meet, share their secret, know they’re one.

She smiles towards me;
she's just — a presence.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Life In The Day Of

It was a late, late night;
a wild, wild night;

primitive urges which people

might never have suspected of you
demanding to be slaked,

and slaked and slaked and slaked again

copulation and
population meeting
more than once in ways
no way related to
planned parenthood

but that’s already in

the distant past - the nights
are your own; the day
belongs to others;

it's morning now; you open

an eye or two; stretch

luxuriously without a hint

of shame; then

a quick grooming - the fancy stuff
can wait til later..

and deal with what your inside
wants to put outside..

maybe a quick stroll in the garden
before or after breakfast

to see what'’s new; a few
moments to collect yourself; then
the business of the day

which seems to consist largely
for you, of satisfying the needs
of those strange and otherly
human beings with their irrational
urges for love, pleasure,
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consolation, power, control -
compensation for the burden
of being a human being...
you do your best

to doze through this farrago;

you might call it life’s office politics
if you knew what that phrase meant

but you're a cat,
and know no other life.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Little Bit Of Tolle In Sutra Mood...

What a miserable day.
He didn't have the decency to return my call.

She let me down.

It is raining.
He did not call.

I was there. She was not.

[with acknowledgements and a smile]

Michael Shepherd
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I A Little Grammar Is Most Becoming, It Becomes A
Man...

And in case no-one mentioned this to you
on those hot summer afternoons when
you could hear the sound of bat on ball, or
ball on racquet, or foot on football, or

just people enjoying themselves out there
beyond the half-open classroom window -

a little bit of grammar can open your eyes,
open your mind, make you curious...
take for example the word ‘become’..

many centuries ago the ancient Brits
got it from some ‘Germanic’ tribe,
and it meant, to come to a place,

be somewhere, go somewhere...

and later it acquired the sense of something
developing into something else, and

being recognised as that -

‘she’s become a real beauty, hasn’t she? ’

then in the Jane Austeny 18th century years,

they would say ‘what a very becoming

young lady..” though not to imply she

wasn’t quite a lady yet, oh no...

and the verb had ‘become’

an adjective sometimes (well, OK, a verbal adjective..)

or they’d say ‘How well those clothes become her! ’
meaning, not, she hung them up at night, and

in the morning found herself hanging there inside them...
but meaning decorous, well turned out...

then in the 19th century I guess,

philosophers of the heavy sort (we might assume
they’d reverted to Germanic tones...)

talked about ‘Being and Becoming’,
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implying that two things were going on,

a bit like one thing standing still inside
something else which was changing;

or perhaps outside; a bit like God

(whom those philosophers didn’t necessarily
believe in - but it serves...)

God saying ‘I Am - BUT - I am going
to become - Everything! ! ... so,

Let There Be Light! " and

you know what - there was light...

and there alas, we must leave

our friend ‘becoming’; to become

what it will, or rather, how we use it; but

you must agree, life becomes more interesting,
even you could say, more becoming,

with a touch of grammar even

on a hot day when you’re becoming

a little drowsy, please Miss, can I go

and get a glass of water...?

Michael Shepherd
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I A Love Poem To A Poem

for there’s what you planned to write about,
and what you find yourself

writing about; perhaps

find yourself, while writing about..

and there’s the poem itself; did you
consult it about what

its plans were? and when

it's got itself written,

gone where it wanted to,

said what it wanted to say,

become what it wanted to become,
do you really know

what it’s finally and really about?

is it telling you more about
you than you knew yourself?
is the poem writing you?

did we, as with the unicorn,
feel the unspoken need for it,
and it became?

in some other world,

did two grains of dust change places?
did a new sort of light

shine on a new sort of place

in some new sort of time?

poems are like cats:

we think we own them;
they allow us certain rights,
but they own us.

this is a love poem
to a poem

Michael Shepherd
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I A Message Of Hope

to the joyless:
it's out there
somewhere

otherwise

there wouldn’t be
a word for it
promise

to the joyful:
OK OK guys

easy now

Michael Shepherd
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I A Metaphor In Search Of A Poem Perhaps

Like a favourite vase,
newly washed, saying

I'm beautiful as I am,
empty yet shining,

what will you fill me with?

Michael Shepherd
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I A Not-Quaiku

We are born, live, and die.
It's tough.

Where's my ink-block?

[with respectful acknowledgements to Vita Brevis and Art Longer ]

Michael Shepherd
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I A Poem Deconstructing Itself In Homage To Barthes
And Derrida (For Wendy If She Can Decode It)

I dreamed a dream profound and wise
about the state of man:

the brain a mass of wriggly worms,
the mind an old tin can..

The first word presents the semiotic question

of authorial authority:

is this a real person recounting

a ‘real’ dream, insofar as

dreams are ‘real’, and thus

presenting the authority of detached observation
(insofar as accepted structures of waking,
sleeping, dreaming, etc., are assumed,

thus *fictitious’ in an absolute sense)

or, is this a hermeneutic introductory opening
implying a proairetic forward movement?

moving on rapidly to the whole first line,

what is the authorial stance in ‘profound and wise’?

is the ‘author’ asserting the semantic truth of this dream,
or is this a lexia which is presented to the reader to resolve
in his or her own reading?

or is simply buttressing the symbolic integrity

of the ontological construct presented?

jeezus the more I read the deconstruction
the more I think the first verse could be true

Michael Shepherd
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I A Poppycocktail From The Taliban

And soon defeat the Taliban?

An opium dream! Why, no-one can!

It's all world trade: their export crop is

in high demand - it's opium poppies,
passed via equivocal Pakistan,

who somehow fail to impose a ban

on this corruption, which is wider

than any doings of Al Quaeda:

the most effective tool, the best,

for the moral self-destruction of the West.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Psalm About Psalms

Overnight and forever
the earth is soaked in love.

Abundance knows no limits
to its gratitude, to its praise.

They have not forgotten
when things were otherwise.

Their faces shine.
With all this, their eyes are bright;

Here, now.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Question About Art

Our world forgets — has never known, perhaps -
that questions are a treasured magic wand:

the question asked, the answer may, most like, come freshly said
out of a space that’s new alike to teacher and to taught;

your question is today - how factual should I leave
my verse, or should I seek to ‘colour’ it with metaphor? ...

this image comes to mind: ‘old master’ in his studio,
famed painter of Madonnas with attendant Child;

demand’s incessant; so he draws the outlines in,
and passes on the canvas to his studio hand;

coloured then, maybe he adds the master’s touch of life --
the smile of angel’s sweetness on the Madonna’s face;

the glimpse of future in the Christ Child’s eyes;
and off it goes to some great patron’s church,

to comfort all of womanhood in woes and joys,
its colours gleaming candlelit in sacred prayer;

and yet, how connoisseurs may treasure that quick sketch
on scrap of hand-made paper, where the very touch

of sanguine chalk or silverpoint, reveal the immediate mind
of that old master, as it found the new track of the line;

the world will praise, admire, your coloured image of Her face;
but She will see, in pencilled sketch, how love springs from her grace..

Michael Shepherd
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I A Question For Darwin

Did humming-birds
forget the words?

Michael Shepherd
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I A Quiet Word To Poetry Teachers

The poet means
what the poet said;
look for the 'meaning'
and the poem's dead.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Rainy Day Enjoyed

Waking this morning is unhurried, even slow -
the weather is saying something to the body.
The forecast for the day, it seems, is rain.

Time, then, for that ease of human living -

a day of light and measured pleasures,

to be indulged in, not too briefly,

not too long; to love each thing at home within itself;

open all the windows, and perhaps the doors -
let in that rain-washed air, conditioned, cool,
be inside and yet outside; it once was said
that rain comes only after sacrifice;

this rain is holy.

Idly open a drawer not opened for some time;
find there a children’s toy or game;

live for some minutes as a child again,
smelling rain as you once smelled it,

full of the promise of a lifetime not yet lived.

Be that child again, in this loving house;
love this rainy day as children do,

living life the way it’s offered; all

too present to need future dreams;

let the golden present sift gently through your fingers,
you, unhurried, loving life

as it now, today, loves you.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Rant About 'Unacceptable’...

Today, and every day - someone booped!
Someone who's paid a lot, not to..

An apology, a resignation of their tarnished
position in our public life? Don't
make me laugh...

No - they grandstand, chest inflated

with their moral worthiness -

'This is absolutely unacceptable...'

implying, some minion... escaped my notice...
of course would never countenance...
...torocaca! That's exactly what

you just did - accepted it...

It's another variation of the now familiar
response to some organisation's failing -

don't admit it; just issue

(as you scrabble shamelessly through the scree

for the moral high ground, way beyond your reach...)
a mission statement - 'Our company upholds

the very highest standards of public life..."

blah blah... it didn't did it? ...

OK, having said that,

at the end of the day,

and other clichés that stick on our tongue

like an ice lolly that another has already licked...
whew....

Michael Shepherd
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I A Robert Hass Prose-Poem Impertinently Versified

Hassless

For a summer week he watched her;
she watched him watching her.

He wrote his music; thought of her,
sixtyish, Japanese; flat-breasted like a boy;

she brushed her paintings; thought of him,
young, eyes like an untamed pony;

he grew to love the discipline in her painting;
she loved straightway his wild indiscipline.

That warm night when, on her tidy, well-swept doorstep,
music yet unwritten met rice-paper yet to be inked,

she told him of her mastectomy;
he looked her in the eye; held hands; and bid goodnight.

The blue bowl on his porch the morning after
full of rose-petals; underneath, dead bees.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 666



I A Silent Night, And Stars

Oh yes he said, there was a birth,
you ask me how I'm sure

remember shepherds train themselves
to see the slightest things

on dark nights, on starlit nights

when it's windy, when it’s still,

when snow makes strange lights,
strange shapes, strange shadows -

under the shadow of that low stone wall,
there’s a darker shadow... does it move?

yes, it's a great job, out there on a starlit light,

a great bowl of stars, nothing to do except

be alert the whole time; so you never miss

the unexpected; so peaceful, there’s already love
for everything around you. Best job in the world.

SO you can’t miss anything out of the ordinary;
what’s not so easy is to explain to others...
but it's all here in my heart; my children know it’s true..

but it's funny how you remember the small things
on a special day.

The straw. When it’s clean, it’s always gold of course
and shiny. But I'd never seen straw shine like that.

And the cow’s eyes. You know how cattle look at you
as if they're interested, but not very interested?
That one was different. It seemed to know

just why it was a cow..

And then of course the other guys.
You don't come so far, so precise

unless you're very wise.

Far things and near things. We each
have our special skills, he said;
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in the high things and the humble,
love.
It's here, and there.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Strange Glimpse Of Remembered Moments

Dozing this morning — was I awake,
or was I asleep? for many minutes,

I entered a bright and shining world,
but of my own remembered moments;

yet more than visual memories:
that state of mind, that happiness
which knows no other..

all was brightest colour:

the first Mickey Mouse Weekly

to come out in full, rich colour; (I'll swear
it smelled different, too..)

the new craft room at school,

the intoxicating smell of open tins
of bright coloured enamel paint,
the smell of fresh-cut wood...

sunlight on ancient grey-gold stone;
oh, a whole repertoire of memories

on which there was no need to dwell,
for they declared their shared totality...

but one brief, vivid glimpse I'll share

for your amusement and what else:

slightly curled, from being rolled in the post,

a copy of ‘American Home’ from the late forties:
against a blue blue sky, white clapboard and

white picket fence; inside, a gingham apron,

a sweet-smelling pipe, proudly ruffled hair..

a gingham table-cloth, hand-stencilled furniture,
blue and white plates against a butter-yellow wall..

all radiated promise, satisfaction, happiness;
as if winter sings of Spring;

all things were possible, and live on now;
but, above all, in myself,

a glorious sense - of ordinariness...
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as if I was in place; had always been;
would always be; no other place to be,
no other self to seek, no world seen alien;

our holiest, most precious,

self-sacred moments, when experienced,
have this glorious matter-of-factness;
saying, how could this be other?

The glorious, here, is ordinary...

and back in your familiar world,

the ordinary must be glorious; deserved;
and to be savoured as its truth...

I opened my eyes, eventually;
saw no reason to deny that world;

to cover it with yes but, or, maybe;

later thought, only a poem,
to share this, give this back.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Sufi Life

Pen in hand, and pensive...

sitting by the open window,

the curtains moving gently in the breeze,
listening to the spontaneous liveliness

of the fountain whose joyful drops

the sunlight plays with as they fall;

catching the scent of a rose
which comes and goes to the nostrils
as if it has its own intentions;

watching the sunlight moving round
the courtyard garden;

remembering with an inward stirring,
it's the earth which moves...

words passing through the mind;
in this golden stillness, all things
are a metaphor for all else;

it's beyond the tender tying

into lines of poetry;

just a light touch, these words;
nothing to prove; no-one to convince;
more like a hand unfolded towards life,
an acknowledgement;

as when you join the dervishes in turning,

and as the mind-free centre grows more strong,
more established (for this centre holds) ,

the thoughts spin off...

the poem too, spins off:

one arm upward which remembers,

palm open to receive in wonder;

one arm outward, palm open, offering all to all;
take it, while it's warm with life.
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IAT-ONE-MENT

‘Atonement’ - for me, it has a solemn,
lifetime, deathtime, this-is-final

ring to it - spoken in the severest tones
in some headmaster’s study in the skies...

and you, feeling that this is the last chance

to rake up all your worst, your very worst

memories that still chill your heart after all these years,
so you try not to think about them...

so, to ease the sense that fate’s about to pounce
and is it really true about hellfire...

you look it up in the dictionary ....

no, it must be some clever pun...
no, it’s there in black and white
and Oxford blue...

at...one...ment... oh,

how pure upon the page the words here rest -
look now upon this book, sweet masters -

see how the angels smile at human guilt...
there’s joy in heaven today...

just... that... you mean,

it’s really that simple, and

all that stuff from the past...?
so I can just... oh wow...

‘Sorry, I can’t come to the phone right now,
please leave a message and I'll ring you back..
I'm having my daily at-one-ment...’

and maybe one day, if I work at it,

someone will say to someone else,

seeing me walking down the street,

'Just look at him, or if you're lucky,
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talk to him - don't you admire his cool,
his here-and-now, and his at-one-ment...?'

Michael Shepherd
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I A Thankyou For A Comment

What is a poem without a reader?

What is a reader without a heart?

What is a heart without another heart to meet it,
greet it?

What are two hearts without what they share?
What is sharing without sharing everything?
What is everything without poets?

What is a poet without a reader...

How beautiful a circle is.
How still its centre.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Thankyou To Margaret

Some thankyous are best private;
some deserve a public airing,
in case they touch someone else who's suffered:

I wrote a poem about my mother's restless, painful death;
and you, who had just lost your husband

but whose deathbed was a memorable day

as he with cancer and you his wife

had the most beautiful, memorable hours of conversation,
about two rich lives lived together -

you, struck by the contrast, wrote to me

in sympathy. And so, my pain is eased

in sharing in your beautiful sad joy..

and you, I hope, may be the happier for this -

I wonder, do you know what good this brought?

thank you, Margaret.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Thought From Isaac Of Nineveh

Isn’t it extraordinary — when

you come to think of it - that

the One whom atheists deny

(for then they would have to acknowledge
One greater than themselves...)

knew, knows, about humility...?

I mean, how could He?

Suppose, He hadn’t sent
such men as Jesus Christ
to show us that humility
was, is, godly, and indeed,
a path to know that One?

Would we then be treating

the humble as the self-victimising

scum of the earth? And we, assured in being
proud and arrogant?

What else could that One

know of contraries and opposites,
paradox and contradiction,
unless He (or She, or It)

knows all; knows us

better than we know ourselves?

Michael Shepherd
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I A Thousand Poems

yeah yeah, nothing for you to boast about -
*100 good ones would be quite enough...

no, make that 20 - who’s got time for more,
even if they were masterpieces...’

So perhaps, merely a little quiet satisfaction

in @ personal kinda way: I guess

retirement years hang heavily for some,
recalling days of authority, command;

others find them richer, busier than ever; or

do just the same jobs as they did so well, except
they don't get paid for it...

or you can put all your ego in one basket -
try to do the one thing well; after a life

of unfinished jobs and hasty jobs,

and jobs you dreamed of and yet never did...

or, there's poetry: if speech is actually the Word
that set the cosmos on its merry way, that
sings the praise of gods or human enterprise, or
draws attention to the sunlight on a wall;

melts the heart; reveals, relates

the physical and the metaphysical;

raises the spirits, lights the mind... then,
poetry’s no bad thing

to sieve, to pour a lifetime into;

and if, as the statistics state,

400 of those 1,000 poems get a reading, averaging
two people each, around the world and every day -
then perhaps, a little quiet pride, a hope

that something useful has been tried

in these last years on earth...

a small gift to the fleeting soul,
the ferryman’s so solemn toll
to help it on its way; a fee

to offer; if that were, shall be,
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what’s appropriate..

Michael Shepherd
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I A Tribute To Poemhunter's Popularity

' Dear

Greetings to you, i hope this mail finds you well & healthy and i hope we can
established a relationship since we are meeting for the first time, i have gone
through a profile that speaks good of you and it interests me to contact you for
an assistance to help me transfer the Sum of 6.5 Million USA dollars my father
deposited in a bank here in Cote d'Ivoire before he was assasinated.i like
honesty, trust, love, truth, caring, & respect, i have all this qulities in me and i
believe you have all this qualities too, that is why i decided to contact you for this
transaction, i will like you to contact me through my private mail
box(rita_benson204@) so that we can know ourselves better.

Thanks and hoping to hear from you soonest.

Rita Benson

Michael Shepherd
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I A Tribute To President Bush From Europe

Mr President,

You are all
that makes America
grate

Michael Shepherd
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I A Tribute To Ramana Maharshi

Movement, beautiful movement
comes out of stillness;
dancers know this;

sound, beautiful sound,
comes out of silence;
musicians, singers, know this;

what then, of stillness and silence?

Be still for a while;
be silent for a while;
and you will know
all you need to know

and the question, who am I?
is answered

in stillness, in silence,

in the riches of yourself;

in the treasure of yourself.

Michael Shepherd
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I A Word In Your Era

I'm miss-spelling this message to try to shove
it past that spamblock that bans risky words like vole;

and to tell you, my darling, my angel, my beaut
that I love every inch of you from your head to your foto

Michael Shepherd
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I Abbot John Of Forde At Prayer

All the wonders under heaven and earth
would take more than a lifetime to enumerate -

why then, to be surprised, that One

can speak to such as me,

not in my outer ear, but straight

into my inner ear - nay, right into my soul

his gnosis whispers as it were myself

that spoke it... whispers

such sweet things,

that though they blessedly inform my later words
- as these to you - yet they tremble

in their truth, upon the very edge of words;

whispers such new things to me,
though such things, old to Him,
old, but present; thus, they're ever new...

for this, I'd waited; waited in the stillness of my heart;
now listened as it were to all

my life explained to me; not, not in judgment,

but in the sweetest grace of friendly intimacy;

and then, when I can no longer hold
Him to me, dare to ask for further news of my true self,
He's gone...

At first, it was the sweetest pain, His going;

and then one day, I learned as from myself

the way to share with Him, his return journey -

which for Him must be — as must have been - joy beyond all joy;
returning to His Father... so I accompanied Him

with gratitude and praise...

and then I learned, when I accompanied Him
to that place where all inner and all outer meet,
a further, private, holy thing - His Father’s love
for Him... which aforetimes had been but words
that I believed to be beyond man’s mind...
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the whisper in my thought, now thunder in the world;
silent thunder in the mind, flashing lightning in the soul;

yet in the silent church, I by the altar there, sounded
near as altar candle’s peaceful flame:

I knew that what men call a mystery,

is daylight truth as visible as mountains or as streams:
that what men read as words, dance off the page

in holy silence, to the heart: the Holy Trinity

was, is now to me, as necessary and inevitable,

as Man and God; as living, now, as God and Man;

as living, now, as Grace.

So John of Forde records for us, by grace of grace itself.
[John of Forde, c.1145 - 1214, is a newly translated witness
to the undivided Church in an age when spirituality,

scholarship, and poetry of speech came together at their height.]

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 685



I Alle Thyngen Af Thu Syngen

Today, all things sing of you;
you sing in all things.

you show yourself -
today - in all things;
all things show you.

you are here
in all things - today -
all things are you.

Dare we say - today -
You made them?

Better to be silent,
eyes shining.

Alle thyngen af Thu syngen,
Goddes-sonne yeboren ys;
Alleluya, belles beswyngen,

alle menne, synge inne blysse!

Michael Shepherd
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I An Ancient Japanese Saying

Persons in cities
driving 4x4s
should smile a lot
but not bow

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 687



I An Ardent Wish For Others

How ardently, now, I wish for others
what I —alas too late - wish -

would have wished - for my own self,
and maybe, for my parents too:

some time in life — it would depend on you -
but not too late, too late -

to sit down together -

each parent, each child, individually -

and maybe with a few days ‘thinking time’ beforehand -
and say - you could take this in turns -

‘Ask me all the questions

which you never, until now, thought to ask...
ask me all the questions

which you never liked or dared to ask...

and I shall answer you...

and if it goes well (as I pray it will)
you might even incorporate this
into a yearly family occasion:

done with humour and with love;

this is what I wish for you

as ardently as I would have

wished it for myself;

for this is my regret,

for myself; and perhaps, for them..

Michael Shepherd
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I An Exploration Of The Subtleties Of The English
Language In Second Childhood

If I don't
go and

go
when I need to

go
I still
go

anyway

without
going there

Michael Shepherd
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I An Old Armenian Limerick

I once had a friend called Djirdjirian;

His Christian name was Haig - though Armenian;
(The British had a fine Post-

al Office on the coast) :

So two friendly Djirs for Djirdjirian!

Michael Shepherd
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I An Unofficial Report On Poemhunter

‘So tell me, Michael...’

the voice is slow and measured,

that of one used to public speaking,

his words so significant that the audience
must hear every one...

James, the high-flying lecturer on

the humanities and beyond,

writes books, poems, travels, mixes

with the great and good...

‘So tell me, Michael, is there any
great poetry being written on
your website? ...

James looks me in the eye,

as one who's used to hearing, impartially,
all the evidence, then making up

his finely balanced mind...

Inside myself, I inspect

this utterance for undertones...

a hint of patronising sneer? ...

Well, thanks for asking, James, I say
(no harm in a touch of gentle irony...) ,
you have to understand -

this is the muddy, churned grass roots
of poetry — you might not even
recognise it as such -

it’s the First Aid box, the ‘where does it hurt? ’,
the surgery, the remedial therapy,

the further diagnosis required,

of poetry and the human heart;

it's where the kid who’s made

his or her first poem,

brings it like a child’s first drawing
home to be admired...
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where the first unforgettable time

the world or God has let you down;

the first time you’ve been dumped on;

the first time that a friend’s betrayed you,

or shifted their allegiance - these yelps

need to be both distanced and recorded

in some words of black and white;

wounds to have their scabs

constantly picked at; or statements

to be transcended, even, later, laughed over;

where teenagers declare their total loneliness,
threaten that uncaring world with suicide; or
dare to hint at family abuse;

or simply sketch their life as drama,
themselves at centre-stage,

the first daring thrill

of self-invention...

first explorations, line by non-sequential line,
of rock star lyrics and the rapping boast...

or, exhilarated, throw words together

in poems that - well - only look like poems...
build defensive-aggressive barriers

to claim a feistiness; and

over which to shoot at imagined enemies..

and at some point, settle in belief — or not -
that rhyme and structure are the thing
that gives poetic status to a verse..

and later, when they’re no longer centre-stage
(though some may never - or do we ever -
quite get past that point.. or merely, just learn
to hide it more...?) write poetry..

and that thrill when you've put

two words together for the first time

in your life, to make a new thing...

as if two words have married and brought forth a child...
and then you’re hooked on poetry...
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this is the hospital for the human soul;

this is open-heart surgery before

the term was used; this is where

we show a lifetime’s films

from our internal camera; learn

to no longer pick our scars in the vain hope
that new scar tissue will perform miracles...

this is where we meet the world

as if for the first time; where we discover wonder;

discover words that previously were imprisoned, even dead,
in books of scripture - forgiveness and compassion,

mercy, justice, grace...begin to live

as human beings should live,

in the fullness of ourselves..

and, as the mind reveals itself as servant,

brings unsuspected skills, until one day

we say with tentative pride, to our best friend,

I don’t just write poetry, I feel that I'm a poet..
and laugh a little at our daring to declare
ourselves as shoulder to shoulder with the great...

So, James, I say straight-faced (it's up to him
to see the irony in this...) I doubt
there’s much to detain you in this Poemhunter...

but you might glance at it, sometime...

Michael Shepherd
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I And Meanwhile Love

Waking in the dream-tossed night, I knew you harmed
a thousand miles away in suffering’s dark storm;

so only love

pain comes no easier when it comes again,
the closing and the parting, pain

so simply love

I would it did not come to you,
but come it does, makes true untrue

and meanwhile love

the salt sea breaks on fate's dark reef,
the tears are salt, bring no relief

so only love

all things may pass as summer rain;
I cannot promise aught of pain

but meanwhile love

my heart beats fast, your heart’s repair
not mine to give; I here, you there;

so only love

there seems no sense when innocence
lacks reason as its last defence

yet always, somewhere, love

(for both of you)
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I Angels

Angels..

do you believe in angels?

do angels believe in you?

which question, the more sensible?

suppose angels
to know greatly more than us..
suppose, that’'s why they’re there...

suppose, they know space is not fully real:
enter it knowingly, to deliver us

a holy message, wearing whiteness, light,
which would announce them

truthful, good of all good, and beautiful..

suppose, they know time is not fully real:
enter it knowingly, to deliver us

a message that’s eternal, phrased

in terms of human life, direct, immediate;

suppose them, to be untroubled
by human frailty: knowing all
they need to know; messengers
of love beyond all love;
rejoicing in the heavenly joy

of living under perfect law..

Suppose... suppose...
that all this living metaphor,
so recognisable to human mind,

lives in each human heart..

Michael Shepherd
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I Anger

Epictetus the stoic philosopher said

that anyone who angers you becomes your master
by disturbing you;

Well, that's me -

full of righteous and unrighteous anger;

on the other hand,
God gets pretty hot in the O.T. -

Are there different rules?
After all, we both know we're right.

And don't ask me what 'religion' I am, OK?
Or I could get really angry...

Michael Shepherd
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I Anna - The Story Of A Love

The Indians say
that the eater is the eaten.

We caught each other's eye
across a crowded room...
she with her mates,

but blushed in my direction...
and when I looked at her,
she glowed

and I glowed.

She too was ripe for passion.

We couldn't be kept apart;

later in the privacy of my room

my lips sought her unsullied bloom,

the irresistible downiness of her young skin
and soon that soft skin

was moist with passion

as we consumed each other,

and were subsumed in unity.

Now I have died two deaths from love:
first consumed by desire, then
consumed by pleasure.

What a peach she was.

Hey, seize the moment -
there's another in the bowl.

Michael Shepherd
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I Another Cliché, Er, Bites The Dust

Every few months, a shot rings out

in the desert of the public mind;

another cliché (reading its local newssheet,
chewed cigar in mouth, string tie,

six-gun handy, sheriff’s badge

worh shamelessly..) .. thup..

bites the studio dust...

Last year ‘bout this time,

we buried WMD.. or

‘wepmastruc’ in Bushspeak...

seems it had lived quite long enough,
demented in the Sunset Home...

This week, we're invited to the wake
after the private burial of
War On Terror; RIP (for some) :

Seems it’s made life too heroic

for this captive audience:

a pre-Christian world,

neatly divided into forces of evil,

forces of good: you'n-me’n-Johnny Wayne'n-
the Mayor of Carmel ‘gainst

the bad guys.. but...

some guy up in the projection room

lost the last reel... now we’ll never know
about that happy ending (fade in music) ..

seems the old guy saw life just too black and white
(I'm talking metaphorically, OK?)

and life just ain’t that simple any more... pardner..
the old West is dead...so ride off into the sunset,
ole *‘War on Terror’...as the credits roll -

the bad guy now lives down the street from you;

a quiet family, always greet you as they pass..

but don’t worry, ours is a lively language
here in Spinville; we'll think of something else,
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like, say, ‘Neighbour Threat'...

just fill in this form, would you,

and don't forget the

‘Confidential Neighbour Information’ page?

Michael Shepherd
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I Another Gem From Jon Haidt

Look inward to God,
Look outward to God,

but for God's sake, stop trying
to make the world conform to your will...

Michael Shepherd
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I Another Rant And A Wicked Suggestion

Spent one hour plus on the phone
trying to book a routine visit

from the power company;
innumerable options,

given seven further phone numbers;
it was booked; they never turned up;
round the circuit again...

Suggestion: get a numbered invoice pad printed,

charge everyone who does this to you

'For professional attention: x hours @ $/£ xxx = $/£ xxx'...
Bet some of them pay you...

Have fun.

Michael Shepherd
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I Are Persons People?

and he says

you don’t write poetry to please people, you know
that’s with a comma after people

you write poems to please you

with shock lines like I still treasure

our first condom oh my love

to show that you're cool and hip

but she says why write poems at all
if they don’t please people

men have such egos I suppose

it's because they can’t have babies

but who are people anyway, how
many persons make a people or

how few persons and are they

a random mix or is there like

a recipe, some of this lot some of that

he says people who know about these things
like poetry but how do you know

which are the people who know

I'm not sure I know he knows for a start

and she says well ordinary people

so what then do you slide up

to a bus queue when there’s no

bus in sight and say look you're

ordinary people I've been looking for you
yeah watch them give you a nasty look

and skedaddle pretending they remembered
they were due some place else

I'm beginning to wonder if people really exist
I mean as such but I'll have to stop there

my PC says it’s run out of virtual memory
that’s another thing I don’t understand
maybe people are just a virtual memory too
I'm beginning to wonder if anyone knows

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 703



what *people* should think about poetry

maybe they should just write it throw it away

see who picks it up and not never nohow talk about
other *people’s* poetry

Michael Shepherd
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I Armenian Americans - American Armenians

Oh dear Armenians - you whom
Mother America took to her bosom,
helped so many of you to become
rich and powerful...

if the Turks acknowledge the ethnic cleansing
as we call it now, of so many years ago,
when so many erred -

will that assuage your grief? will that
soothe your soul? Must you ask this

of an America not without its own blemishes
in ethnic cleansing, over a longer term...

when the guilty men have long since met their God;
met His justice and his mercy; who - if some

faiths are to be believed - have been reborn

to live out the fruits of their good deeds and their bad...

yes, it is wrong for Turks to bring injustice to today
and say, we'll only help you if you dropp this call
for 'apology, admission' - from whom to whom?

equally wrong, to demand this of the Turks
who today are blameless of their past...

will admission help them too?

Should Adam forever apologise to Eve,
forever, Eve to Adam, and the serpent, thus, to both?

Koha - you the beautiful, who shone behind
the counter there at Macy's - may we look

into each others' eyes, and drink the future's love?

Michael Shepherd
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I Artist As Verb

Perhaps the world is more grammatical

than grammar: reveals itself, a little coded -
as codes tempt, when grammar hides

under the guise of schoolmaster:

the artist, say, as verb:

as the verb, to be:

luring the mighty subject
beyond all thought, to become
an object we can all enjoy:

the sculptor, deep within his isness,
praying with his chisel

so that Krishna cannot but consent;
entering this stone;

the poet, listening to

the Word behind all words,

charming the spirit of all things

to make all objects sacred in our eyes;

the musician, listening to the silence,
as through his being, pass
worlds of knowledge beyond all words..

we, as heaven'’s verb,
watching as subject, object,
make themselves a mirror for each other.

Grammar could be love.

Michael Shepherd
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I Autumn In The Northerm Hemisphere, Spring In The
South..

It's autumn here: the leaves fall brown,
the nights are cold and frosty,

the days are shorter and shorter,
there’s snow on the way...

is autumn asking you to be sad?

Go take a walk: fill your lungs with air -
isn’t that good? Don't you feel the air
singing of everything that nature needs

to keep things going the whole year round?

Llisten as you walk

to all that goes on in silence;

secret movements pretending to be stillness:
the trees are making plans for Spring,

the plants, the flowers too; the earth

is bubbling secretly with thoughts of Spring..

If on an autumn walk

a Persian poet met a Japanese poet
they might write

a Persian haiku:

This autumn evening
my mind is full of endings;

trees smile as they plan.

Michael Shepherd
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IBLISS

When asked ‘What is it like? ’

he’d only say,

‘There is no ‘there’; no ‘like’; no ‘not’;
no ‘other’; no ‘away’..

Michael Shepherd
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I Backward Boys

Saturday evening, the week's hired film, click-click, click-click
while we chewed fruit gums and shouted FOCUS!
from time to time when the reel changed;

and after The White Hell of Pitz Palu

or The Lost Horizon, and Mickey in black and white
and Corky the Cat; after the hired films

and the occasional black potato growing on the screen
when the celluloid caught fire,

the home movies run backwards:

and the world was a magic kingdom -

things jumped from nowhere into your hands

like the world's top ball player;

while you ate, the plate filled instead of emptied;

and the happy smiles-for-the-camera

became inane dissociated grins

as if you knew you were being totally idiotic

but had no control...

Suppose

that life, on Saturday evening, did just that for real:
Saturday's trashy film would take on the solemn
inevitability of Greek tragedy;

shoplifting would be an act of humble charity

as one slipped the goods- blink-back onto the counter;
and we the older would look so eagerly forward

to childishness and irresponsibility

(as we alas will; but then more agile and more loved with it) :
like teenagers, go to bed alert and wake up tired...
and in the bathroom - no, let's not go there...

and then at midnight, Cinderella Time would revert to real time.
Boing..oing..oing..

But under the covers as we blissed off to sleep,
a great big, wrinkled, toothy grin...

Michael Shepherd
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I Beauty Of The Shining Self

The life of a ‘minor poet’, an amateur,
of, say, fifty, a hundred years, ago,
and long before that:

a lifetime’s love of poetry;

and one’s personal contribution,

after 25 years, let’s say, might be

a ‘slim volume’ of verse,

distillation of that lifetime,

printed elegantly at one’ s own expense

in 200 copies, maybe,

a few sent to literary journals

for, perhaps, a few lines of review; and
some letters of appreciative response
from friends to whom one sent the poems;
‘the quintessence of a beautiful soul’, wrote one.

today - when ‘beauty’ is no longer thought a virtue
in many areas of art - there’s something

more important, so some think -

a poem on the internet as here

can produce a written response

so unexpected, so beautifully expressed,

that it leaves no doubt of what the sages say:

that there are two aspects of that which we call ‘beauty’:
the fine, yet temporary, one which may be studied, learnt -
a lifetime, say, curating or collecting Chinese ceramics

of the finest period, when making or owning such a pot
was like a spiritual act of devotion -

and that beauty which is eternal - that of the human self,
shining in all its glory from a human being so roused,
beauty that melts one’s heart and brings one to one’s knees
all inwardly; known, reflected; entirely of itself;

and which can be found from time to time

blazing from the screen here, from persons known or unknown,
within a ‘*Comments’ box...
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a beauty, surely, greater by far than any poem,
revealing all the riches of the human heart
without any inhibition;

and yet, given cause to blaze out thus

by this form of words called poetry.

Michael Shepherd
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I Being Human Has Its Side Effects (Read The Small
Print)

Where are the great myths of our age -

hiding truth within their all too human stories?
In their absence, scientific research

has wondrous tales yet to tell...

Jon, the renowned professor of psychology

and not averse to self-examination and experiment,
took Paxil — Prozac’s cousin - for eight

adventurous weeks.

In week five - ‘the world changed’...

his heavy work load, his insecurities

as an untenured professor,

vanished like magic; changes which he’d wished
to make for himself for years,

happened overnight — he loosened up,

he lightened up, he accepted his mistakes

and did not dwell on them -

who would not want to be a Prof like he?

But... a side effect: names began to elude him -

‘Hi! " and ‘Hi there! * were all his students got

out on campus, in the morning classroom ...

and along with that, the subterfuges -

how can you ask a student whom you’ve known for years
to give their opinion... er, point, smile,

hope they’re watching.. yes, you...

and facts too started to recede -
just out of reach on the top shelf of
the mind’s rich library, memory’s repository...

Greek tragedy would have a word,

a scene, a moral, for it:

the Fates had claimed their own...

Nemesis had struck; Icarus’ wings had melted,
Prometheus’ insult to the gods avenged...
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or in our scientific terms, a brain on Paxil, Prozac,
has more serotonin in certain synapses,
so the neurons fire more often...

The celebrated young Professor

stopped taking the pills; five weeks later,
the memory returned; as did the worries
(security of tenure threatened even more
by Professors who can’t even remember

what they profess to profess...) .

Mnemosyne, goddess of memory,

bestowed one gift alone on Prof:

he remembered just how he had been those weeks;
as certain Greeks, it's said,

remembered like a dream

the Golden Age which they never

might recapture, but only tell of

in myths and suchlike tales

of truth and goodness; beauty too..

Michael Shepherd
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I Being Philosophic About It All

reviewing one’s life

in the light of eternity and
rebirth theory and

the lostcounteenth beer

I'll say this...
I'll say this...

one could say -

no listen I'm being serious -
was I fated to live this life
ordid I earn it

or - was I fated to earn it,
ha?

but I'll shay thish -

maybe I didn’t deserve better

BUT (dramatic pause, points finger)

I didn’t deserve worsh...

sub specie whatsit aeternitatis
strawnery how theesh Latin tags shtick
shub shpecie aeternitatish...

hurry up please it's time

Michael Shepherd
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| Being Today

Today is that day

not on the calendar,

as National Olfactory Day,

but far more exciting than that:

the day when scent, fragrance, smell,

awoke on the warm sunlit air from a winter's sleep
and out of nowhere easily spoken of

produced a whole new world.

The first shock was the hedge two doors down

which yesterday was a green hedge with white bits
but today a burst of fragrance, a Hallelujah Chorus
transcribed to be played with or on or in the nose.

The restaurant two blocks up

unleashed from its kitchen

garlic that burst out like a bunch of singing nudists into the street
cavorting shamelessly and shouting to the world

every Mediterranean memory

of romantic meals and much else

that one thought private.

Then subtle smells that made one into a cat or dog
pursuing trails not on the street map

and making beaten tracks into voyages of discovery:

the baker's became a European trip of fresh morning bread
with another hundred freeze-dried memories unloosed;

And all down the street,

other people's lunches opened their front doors

and said 'Come and join us! We're having roast beef today
with all the trimmings, and we've enough smell

to feed the five thousand! '

and a hundred gardens one thought dormant

leaned on the front gate

and exchanged the time of year with a childlike innocence
that couldn't be told to come inside this minute or else,
and presented nosegays to strangers
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without asking for a contribution to a cause.

A day for bringing past happinesses out from the store cupboard
and giving them a shake and leaving them on the line

until the sunlight moves off

and the air leaves them cooler and even fresher;

and wondering whom one will be tomorrow,
if one can feel like this today.

Michael Shepherd
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I Benediction

Read this poem only aloud
read it as slowly and with such solemn dignity

as if it were the whole great human race
declaring itself to be truly great

read it as if it were
as indeed it is

not words but a great sounding bell
and you are that great bell

so large a bell so low its boom
that it is more vibration than a sound

struck in a temple courtyard
by a robed monk so full of love

that he merges into love itself
every time he sounds the bell

and as its sound now travels up
into the clear mountain air

the goatherds and the goats hear in its sound
the meaning of their life

and in the fields the workers raise themselves
and know what blessing is

and in the valley the silence after each stroke
becomes more real

as the echo fades
and the air knows itself

this poem is the sound of the human heart
listening to itself beyond all words
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hearing praise and gratitude and love
knowing themselves in stillness for what they are

this poem is what is beyond all words
smiling sorrowing as it seeks for words

as it vibrates out into the silence
the wonder of the unspoken

the magic of all that’s yet unmanifest
the thoughts yet to be thought

hear in this bell the sound that tells to all
that there is enough love

in one single human heart
to nourish the whole world

hear this bell sounding aloud
sound out eternal in your soul

[work in progress]

Michael Shepherd
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I Bird's Nest

Here in the ivy,
cupped, a light,
an aery, faery thing;

no artist could make better,
no mother could do more;

so much intelligence,
so much love;

every threaded fibre
a flight of love.

Is it fulfilled, or waiting,
or plundered of its life?

too precious to destroy,
this cradle of intelligence.

Michael Shepherd
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I By The Grace Of [autofill]

My knees, my mind, my whole soul aches
and yes a drowsy numbness steals
around my kneecaps - it's been

a self-assembly afternoon.

I'm not made for self-assembly:
unwrap the components, lay

it on the carpet, they advised;

and then? The postures of

Islamic prayer, cross-legged Hindu,
Christian missionary position, none
seemed to work for more than

a few seconds at a time.

It proved an allegorical point though:

I'm a sorry kit of self-assembly in myself:
impatience, rage, resentment - they
never said it was self-assembly, either...

by now every nation in the world

must be swearing as it sweats

over self-assembly, to its own One God
which however, has a different name
from the One God of others, and it seems,
plays by different rules..

how ironic it must seem to Him, or Her, or It -

a world united in the jihad of self-assembly,

divided in its allegiance to the One God

whose Unique Selling Point, you'd think,

was that of ultimate unity.. even before

we get down to justice, mercy, goodness, all that stuff.

I wonder if in this age of internet-speak

it might aid the unity of nations and

the deity they pray to (yes, He/She/It might like it too?) if
we would offer up our concerted prayers

for simplified but easy-follow instructions

in our human self-assembly kit
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to [Autofill].. the God
of a Thousand Names, yet
only one Creation.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 721



I Cat Skills

So the diminishing tribe

of wild cats

got together and agreed hey times is gettin' tough
we need a strategy.

Urgently; ideally

a subject race

with superior paws

while we wait for evolution

to do its thing. How about
using easily-fooled, sentimental
old Two-legs?

They got great hands,

sexy bastards.

Right guys,

we need to be smaller than wild -

-the smaller, the more sentimental Two-legs gets; and
catch them young, they're yours for life...;

and we need just enough variety too

because Two-legs like to think they're all unique and different
and they can impose the image of their uniqueness

on their own pussy

and love us almost as much

as they love themselves - for their kids,

as much as life itself...

just enough character, in short,
to make us prized, but not enough character
to get us into war, or divorce, or corporate fraud...

The Egyptian wild cat proposed

that being seen as sacred to temples

would enhance status;

but other cool cats pointed out

that temples might get neglected in time;
better far to be a god(dess) of the hearth
than the temple. Agreed nem con.
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And that took care of all the smaller details like evolution,
the rearing of cows,
and tin-openers. Bingo!

That's funny. The cat just jumped on the keyboard
and scratched me.

Michael Shepherd
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I Charity, Caring, Loving-Kindness

Translators live a life

of great blessing, and of frustration:

they live uniquely in the mind

of the great ones they translate - and yet
are destined never fully to reveal this

in their native language, to their fellows,
countrymen and women;

must leave it to the reader, to restore to life.

We too, translators -
words into deeds, deeds into experience,
experience then taught in words...so -

charity, care, or loving-kindness?

maybe we are old, and we uncared for;
maybe we are young, and we uncared for..

but, caring care - this is so beautiful;
to receive; even just to watch; or best, to give...
and too good not to know...

so, we might follow that wonderful advice:

‘What you think you lack - give that! ’

and bestow all our ‘agape’, our ‘charitas’ -

the word which taxed - along with ‘faith’ and *hope’ -
the translators of the Bible...

that care that cares not to be care-worn...

we, to translate word to deed,
love, to loving-kindness;
love, to boundless care.

(for Mary N., too, who knows this)

Michael Shepherd
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I Childhood

At the height of sun-pressed summer
the tar on the seaside pavement
stuck to the Start-Rite sandals

with a sound like half-dried glue.
Gg-luck, went each step. Bliss.

Life needed nothing else.

Because we have not yet lived our life

we do not know - to grasp, or hoard -

that this - to live in the present with every sense,
without a thought, without a care -

is a totality of happiness

we may yearn for later

but may remember
properly

without sentiment,
without regret;

and thus,

forever.

Michael Shepherd
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I Childhood Circles Around

The sharp, irregular knock of wooden
brush’s shoulder against skirting-board,
punctuated with the lighter tap

of brush on pan, the contents neatly
tapped back into its metal or plastic maw;
the knocks, sometimes gentle

with the happiness of home and heart;
sometimes, sharper, as if they carry
unspoken messages of time too short,
and tempers too..

not today the hoovering intake of that continuous
indrawn mechanical breath that so disturbs

domestic pets; that brings unease to the couch potato,
a guilt just short of offer to assist...

these unexpected memories stirred

of simpler times and childhood’s unappreciated

securities, then taken so for granted..

how sweet, nostalgia’s evocations of the so selective heart...

fact is, there comes a time when wisdom’s word

is that it's now the time of life when one would be advised
to risk no longer, the pythonic entanglements,

the tempted fate, Miltonic fall,

domestic heaven turned disjointed hell,

of vacuuming the stairs...

* [and a Betjemanesque coda for Dan Tyler: ]
Time now to cease unequal fight;

Nor trip on cord - Satanic the machine;

Hoover no longer to dust-free Jerusalem

In England's suburbs, leafy, green...

Michael Shepherd
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I Christmas Butterfly

Perhaps it had arrived undercover

between the rich dark green leaves

of the organic cabbage which from

the huge holes in its tough outer leaves

had brought it up so lively - perhaps

reared in some protected warmth, mimicking
the months when ' small cabbage whites’
are supposed to live — July to September.

Or had it flown in or been shipped in

from some warmer clime?

Christmas Day - was that the kitchen ceiling light
about to go? No, it was a butterfly,

frantically circling round and round

the low-energy bulb, not hot enough

to make an Icarus of its daring; always

clockwise round the bulb, I thought;

palest green to grey to white; frenzied; delicate..

At night, the light switched off, it rested somewhere;
then at evening, resumed its mad dance,

ceaseless lover, love unconsummated...

paid no attention to its cabbage home

there in the vegetable rack; only the light, the light...

Butterflies do not hear; it did not heed

my cries increasing in despair -

nothing like a butterfly net to hand;

I tried to bring it lower with a gentle spray

so that I could catch it; too wild its Maenad dance,
too high, too frenzied..

Two, three days passed; so much strength,
determination, endurance, in such a tiny thing;
no longer garden’s scourge; now a holy thing,
in which I saw myself; even wished to love;
we became of equal size, in the eyes of God...
as were we not always, from Creation’s birth?
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The fourth morning, I caught it in a cut-glass tumbler
against the window pane - the open window

had not tempted it - myself now talking to its unhearing,
as I did my father on his way to death...

it settled in the glass, still moist inside

with orange juice; did you know,

butterflies taste with their feet...

they so quick to land and then take off...
such discrimination in those tiny feet,

that tiny brain, those tiny,

heroic muscles, devoted to its life and love...

It flew across the cold and winter garden
at such speed, I chose to see it joy or gratitude..
and then, was quiet for a time.

Tiny thing,

holy thing,

as near to God
as angel's wing.

Michael Shepherd
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I City Of The Mindful Heart. For Kv.

The inhabitants are rightly proud -
let’s take the guided tour...

they show you first (they’ve never been inside,
themselves.. though they know someone who has...)
the Palace, it’s still called,

the seat of government... throughout

its sometimes turbulent, sometimes complacent rule,
it's stood for that central place where golden hearts
seek unity in national multiplicity;

and seek to care for multiplicity...

not far away, that great domed building,

it's been temple, church, mosque in its time,
been desecrated, restored, so many times;
and truth to tell, while it's the symbol

of the nation, there are many more

who are proud of it, than have entered it...
here too, a quiet place to find

the unity in multiplicity...

what will they show you next? Depends...

The lively Central Market, vivid in that multiplicity?
The great Museum and Library, where

The nation’s treasures (and some plunder
from the glory years of empires won and lost)
gleam like golden giants to our pygmy eyes?
Or perhaps the huge, round, stone Arena
where in former years, men fought to death
(some say it's coming back..): celebrated
battles won; fireworks, clowns and circuses -
whatever brought the greatest crowds;

here - appalled, delighted, bored - you'll bring
the children anyway - you’ll see what ‘popular’
means, this very day...

Traffic regulations, ever tighter, now control your tour;

a glimpse of lakes and parks perhaps;
city dwellers recovering their humanity;
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a place to be themselves, and know it.

Unless you ask - guidebook carefully perused

before your trip — they’'ll miss out that quiet
‘residential area’ full of blue plaques (no time to read) ,
where peacefully, behind closed doors,

individuals adventure far into the mind;

fantasise; invent; look deep into the heart;

their passports are well stamped; and yet

there are no frontiers here.

So now, you’'ve done the guided tour;

seen everything - and yet seen nothing;
you're a tourist in a foreign city; and

this is a working city; proud of its past,
shaping its future, it exists, and always has,
only in the present; but stay awhile,

you'll find it irresistible..

This is the city of the mind;

this is the place of poetry; it’s all around;
Kenneth, you’ve just written

a comprehensive guidebook to this place;
called it ‘On the Nature of Poetry’;

an art, you say, which has for 4000 years,
‘distilled the spoken thoughts of mankind’;
a finely-carved new monument,

set by the lake, the park;

the distant view of snowy mountain;

how thoughtful to include a fountain;

how appropriate. (The guided tour

sets out from Place de Métaphore..)

(Kenneth Verity, Shepheard-Walwyn, £25)

Michael Shepherd
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I Clichés I Have Loved

‘My life has been one long...
cliché! ..." she sobbed.

He put his sunburned
muscular forearm flecked

with golden hairs

around her shaking shoulders.

She lifted her tear-brimmed,
reddening eyes to meet
his steady gaze.

‘Oh my darling..’
she breathed.

And they fell into
a passionate
cliché..

I've said it before and

I'll say it again.

One man’s cliché is
another woman'’s love-byte.

John Ciardi said,

The craft of poetry

is not easy.

It is better than easy.
It is joyously difficult.

Michael Shepherd
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I Cradled In A Crescent Moon

to be born, cradled in

an earthly view of crescent moon:
a lighted small part

of that hidden yet complete,
awaiting a future light

from somewhere as a sun;

where does that first newborn smile
come from? what does it know?

Michael Shepherd
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I Cutting Edge

Like a sharp knife
cutting through a bitter lemon
into red lips dripping

the hairdresser takes my pleasantries,
chops them with a cruel hand,
throws them back in pieces in my face

ship snip into blond hair, brown hair, black, grey, white,
what heroic restraint, condemned

to a lifetime’s cutting, and not

to plunge the scissors into a spinal cord...

this little girl who cut her finger with
her mother’s scissors perhaps

to try to explain how they cut her heart
her love that would grow like hair

how can I know the heart
of this woman who cuts my hair

so expertly.. snip, snip..

Michael Shepherd
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IDEATH

Well we don’t know do we?

You asked me to write something
about it and I said,

I have nothing to say...

maybe that’s a better place to start.

So should we keep a curtained silence
about it? Stuff cottonwool in that wound
that never quite heals, once made?

Or run down the street, knocking bang bang at all the doors,
shouting tell me about death... and

before that stranger knocks at your own door

and the face is strangely familiar, as if

you've been expecting someone, but

weren’t sure what they’d look like...

One thing is certain, in its breezy way:
you'll be the one who knows least about it
when it happens; but hopefully

the one who knows most about it

after it’s happened...

We could be rather Irish about it,
say, it's a crying pity you’ll be missing
the wake... but look at it this way,

the funeral won’t cost you a penny...

I'm told that the other day,

a friend of a friend said

whoopee I'm going on holiday...

I guess that would have made for
a rather merrier funeral

as we say now, no dear not a funeral,
a celebration of her life...

but there’s still that moment
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of awful mediocrity, when

the coffin begins to move, and it’s half,
this is it, and half, we’re doing this
with discreet good taste, so

you don’t have to notice it... ha...

Then, some like to know beforehand what

they hope just might be known,

visit comfy mediums to ask about

those loved ones who've just passed over, is it, dear? ...

they make it sound like a well-run care home:

it’s really very nice here, you'll like it...

they sound as if they're still wearing

the woollie that you knitted, and it’s tea cups chinking
and a chat about old times.

For the truly religious, of course,

it's glory day, and so it should:

they’ve made the will, cleaned the house,

given away all that they’ve collected over the years,
said goodbyes; mopped all the tears;

the bags are packed and waiting in the hall,

their conscience clear. This is the moment

when what it’s all about, is what it’s all about..

envy them - their soul is clean, shriven was the old word for it,
their lifetime has been but a preparation,

a walk from one pure spring of grace

to a glorious river full of grace..

so here’s a suggestion: in your mind,

bring together all you've loved in all your life -
teddy bear, dolls, kittens, puppies, horses,
maybe even parents... best friends, lovers,
strangers who were unexpectedly kind to you,
friends you hope you’ll never lose,

places that you were forever happy in,

times of happiness that you’ll never forget,
and those strange moments when

you knew you knew something just so great,
but didn’t know exactly what it was you knew...
those moments when time stood still, and
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didn't seem to matter any more, because
the where and when that you were in, was forever..

then add to this, all you've been, should be

grateful for; all the things you would have praised
more loudly; everyone, but everyone, you love; see
the world as full of wonders unexplained;

see glory everywhere, and yourself

the centre of all that...

stay there.. then what is Death - apart
from what will surely be - compared

to all that glory which is your true self...

go on, admit it... me, I see it shine in you...
what shines in your eternally young eyes
is something that can never die...

Maybe we’ll talk of this some more,
now that we've tried to talk about it...

you asked me; this is the best that I can do;
you asked me; this, with all my love, for you..

[A poem written by request]

Michael Shepherd
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I Dancing The Invisible Line

Some like to sit on fences, admire the view in safety;
some are born hurdlers; .

draw a line, and some minds shrink back;
others can’t wait to compete, first over wins...

poets, said the sage, should always
walk on the edge of madness...

ah, remember when you were a child,
walking down the path one foot within,

one foot beyond?

‘a line of poetry’...every ling, a ling,
one foot beyond, one foot within -

prose, verse; rhymed, unrhymed;
metered, unmetered; actual, fantasy;

elevated, jokey; personal, impersonal;
tragic, comic; a road taken, or not taken..

oh, so many lines
that others painted on the road -

dance down that road,
one foot beyond, one foot within..

Michael Shepherd
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I Dasgupta Asks...

What have you gained

if you have not gained yourself,
yourself the immortal,

yourself the infinite ?

What have you gained

if you have never tasted in your life
the deep longing to be free,

the deep longing to be liberated?

The spirit of the saints of all the ages
whispers in my ears -

what have you gained
if you have never tasted
the joys of self-surrender?

If your heart has not longed

to make of you a flute

in the hands of Krishna,

master musician of the universe?
And if you have not been able

to sweeten all your miseries
with a touch of God?

(versified from a lecture in Evanston, US, in 1926)

Michael Shepherd
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I Dear Poemhunter Correspondent

Thank you for your last message;
it was good of you to write
and at such length..

I'd just like to say first

as a preamble

well a short preamble

let’s say a presprint that’s pre-sprint

and as you must know by now,

I tend to be rather fussy and academic
about punctuation

though I'd like to say

that from my point of view

this arises from a love of punctuation
which is to me as

those pauses which lovers share
between remarks -

those pauses when their silent minds
rejoice in that unity of selves and
rejoice in the completeness

of their own self

as reflected in the lover - as

Plato and Shankara and others not yet known to me alas
agree

so, that said,

and I hope you're

still with me on this,

I'd like to mention what

may be a small point to you...
well, this is it:

when you rounded off your very
self-revealing and self-analytical

study of yourself in depth:

Love Sally
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I was drawn to wonder

if the absent comma

was an oversight..

which can so easily happen
in these hurried times

or perhaps a Freudian slip
which we might discuss at length

or a deep wish, which

might have implications

for our formal relationship

which we would also need to discuss at length

or simply a command

I look forward to your reply

to what I hope you appreciate

is a sensitive and well-meaning
question which might forward

our discussion of your poetry in depth?

PS there’s no need
to reply at length to this
possibly trivial matter

on this occasion..

Michael Shepherd
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I Dear Will Shakespeare,

Dear Will,

How are things out there?

just thought you'd like to know,

that you're eleventh on the Top Poets list
as of today (though I should mention
that the hittership is 75% from

the New World that you just foresaw
before you 'closed your book'; not

that that's relevant - they speak an
English, isn't that great, which is nearer
to your own sound than the strangled

glottal stops of Cheapside Thames-side these sorry days) ...

So to the list: and so you'll understand

that no offence is meant, etcetera...

top dog today is Sheldon Silverstein -

the sort of oddball who lives down the street
just where the sidewalk ends,

whom your children hang around with all the time -
they loved his poetry when they were kids,
and still love him now they're all grown-up
for what he brought to their childhood - I bet
you wrote some poems like that for your kids
but never got them published? So I know
that though my fellow poets sniff,

you'll grant him - love?

The second is a curious case -

you may know him as Nuftali Basoalto,

we know him now as Pablo Neruda -

and though he wrote in Spanish

(they didn't conquer England but

did rather well on Americ's southern shores)
you'll recognise him even in translation

as a fellow poet, worldwide in his heart...

The third is Maya Angelou - nhow, no-one
wrote more deeply about women than you did,
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and of the human spirit:

so though our fellow poets and critics sniff once more,
she is Woman in Splendour,

Woman as Survivor - so,

remembering your Mistress Quickly and her merry mates,
you'll recognise her instantly for what she is?

majesty - thy name is woman...

The fourth is Langston Hughes - a bit of history here:
the human spirit under great duress,

unvanquished - and if this may oft confine

the poet's wordwide scope, may yet sing loud

the human heart and speak

to generations yet unborn

of spirit tested, hope undimmed

and tears.. and tears...and love.

Emily Dickinson, the fifth - I guess

you may well need to read her twice -

her punctuation's not so - breathless -

as she may seem; neglected in her day,

she speaks out of obscurity to the human heart;
she's earned her place, wouldn't you say?

Robert Frost, the sixth - you may find him

as austere as his wintry and keen-fingered name;
like frost, he touches all the countryside;

secure as Jonson, shall we say, in poetry's ear?

Seventh and ninth - let's put them back together -

frail Sylvia Plath and gaunt Ted Hughes, the star-crossed,
storm-tossed, heart-locked, lovelost lovers -

oh, you who know what passion's spent,

what hearts are wrung, for poetry's salt tears,

admire, despair, their planetary pact

eternal writ among the unrhymed stars...

Which leaves just wild Bukowski, raven Poe

to speak as Marlowe, Webster most of all,

as do your own black tragedies,

of those dark places of the human soul

from which emerges all that's truly clear and bright -
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and then yourself...

and there is much to say

of Whitman, Sharpe, Palutsky, Dahl,

all widely read, and following on your heels;

in whom, as you, the heart's as great as this great world itself;
and darkest night smiled on by clearest day;

statistics, poets say, have much, have nothing, yet to answer for -

and so, eternal Will - I wish you God's good day!

Michael Shepherd
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I Death Visits In The Garden, In The Night

‘The dead man was a six-foot ex-heavyweight,
funding his unpaid youth club work

by working as security in a night-club;

shot for gently warning

a smoker in the garden; no witnesses

have come forward... the dead man’s brother
was a probation officer; now, from despair,

a crime prevention officer...

Committees meet, look serious, nod...
are the crime figures up or down this year?

but the ones who could enlighten us
just how it is, are the inarticulate...

‘I worshipped my Dad, always so sharp-dressed,
gold watch, rings, bracelet, all that stuff...

but we didn’t see enough of him...

he had several ladies.. he'd appear,

unannounced, every few weeks with

lots of presents for us, stay a night or two,

always on the phones... then he had business

out of town... and there’d be another baby bro or sis...
Mum said Dad said condoms

take the pleasure out of it...

she worked all hours, Mum, to keep us all together..
black women are so strong...

‘You got to carry a blade when young,
just for self-defence, know what I mean?
The first scum that I shot,

I was real scared, man, real scared...

but there weren’t no ‘witnesses’ -

know what I mean?’

There’s ‘unprovoked attack’, and there’s defence,
and there’s that grim grey nomansland

of ‘respeck’ - where the fierce, bruised ego,
which looks always for status, is
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challenged by a single silent glance...

‘Yeah, I got my posse and my patch,

like to dress sharp, gotta lady or two,

want my kids to make something of themselves...
but I got an anger burning inside of me...

life owes me, maan - knowhamean..? ’

The dead man was a six-foot heavyweight,
funding his unpaid youth club work

by working as security in a night-club;

shot for gently warning

a smoker in the garden; no withesses

have come forward... the dead man’s brother
was a probation officer, now, from despair,

a crime prevention officer...

This poem is for both of you.

Michael Shepherd
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I Do Dolphins Leap Into Dolphin Heaven?

Be a dolphin. Feel yourself

at home in the beloved water

in which you were fathered, mothered,

fed, grow up, and swim with all your friends...

and then one day, you see them disappear from view -
a powerful twist of tail... their body’s gone...

gone where? ... you find that air, which

your nostrils have already breathed, is more...

a lighter, unsupported world

in which all dolphins leap

to celebrate their joy

in being - just as they are...

and, perhaps, fall back into
familiar water, with now greater joy...

who knows, what dolphins think -

or how they think, their instincts water-pure?

and what is air to them...

and whether air is where

they are on equal terms with those strange creatures,
human beings - yet with whom

they have a wonderful affinity;

even in protecting them

when danger threatens men

in dolphins’ safe, free element..

The early Christians, seeing dolphins play
around the shores of Greece and Italy

and Palestine and Egypt, saw a parallel:

in that men, when lost to human thought
beyond all thought, leap into an element
of joy and freedom and a world above

as air to dolphin’s water; their spirits leapt,
bringing back to earth a memory

never then forgotten, of what lay in store...

and scratched upon dark, taper-flickering walls
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of catacombs and prisons, a dolphin leaping;
' My body’s here; my spirit’s leaping there
where joy and freedom never disappear...’

Michael Shepherd
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I Dogged By Comparisons

Behind the gym on the non-stop route out of town
and the housing estate and the light industrial
awaiting a so-called ‘developer’

there’s this park - correction, Dogshit Central;

once, I guess, it was a ‘common’; now,
even ‘civic amenity area’ is too good for it;

at the far end, an occasional gardener clips a hedge,
prunes the few rose bushes once a year;

this end, it’s all railings and rough grass

and dogs.

Not dogs and people; dogs. At weekends,

dogs and people, yes; balls and sticks are thrown,
exercise taken, tails wagged;

humans are human once again..

weekdays, how convenient

to combine the dog-walkies with

the shopping; leave them there for an hour or so,
they’ll be safe, make their own entertainment..

so - no balls, no sticks, no masters — what do they do?

Today, there’s five of them in a merry pack,

tongues out, tails flying, bounding around half-turning,

eager for more joy, more joy,

using twice the energy they’d use for rabbit-stalking...
celebrating their dogness, and pure being, celebrating life itself...

Now gather their five owners in a posse...

a sorry bunch of humans,

uncomfortable in the company of their kind,
at best, living the wild life through their dogs,
at worst, not fit to own a dog...

don’t you wonder that dogs

don’t lose their sanity, their joy,
their faithfulness, their loyalty,
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having to look after the spiritual welfare
of this two-legged and unnatural,
inferior and drearier

branch of evolution, the human race?
They who bury their hopes and fears

to dig them up again tomorrow,

to chew them over in regret and guilt...

Michael Shepherd
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I Don'T You Wish Your Soul Was Larger? (Advt.)

You were born with a little pink soul.
That didn’t seem to matter for your first ten years or so.

Then you started to compare it with what
other boys had swinging for them...

and of course, how girls were different,
but managed in their own private way...

then you discovered girls, bigtime. Well, for you, smalltime...
They didn’t mind the modest size of your soul, at first;

then they started giggling together, and
favoured some other guy like crazy

since it got around that he had a huge swinging soul
and knew just how to use it.

Now you’ve got a partner, and she doesn’t say anything
because she knows you're very sensitive about this

but secretly, she wishes you had a larger soul...
and there’s your very handsome neighbour

who advertises by the way he dresses, carries himself
that he’s well-endowed in that department...

watch out; she may feel that she deserves
spiritual satisfaction from that guy

who sure spreads it around, from what
her girlfriends tell her...

Now I'm here to tell you -
There’s a cure. Several cures in fact.

There's using weights for it.. that’s
sometimes called hatha-yoga in Indian circles.
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There’s the vacuum system - empty
your mind; that’s called jnana-yoga.

There’s the traditional method -
play with it a lot, get the bloodstream on your side...

love it and all it stands for, that's
called bhakti-yoga.

Or there's patches - like, say,
Church once a week...

A personal soul-massager can be expensive;
depends if you can keep up the urge to work;

But now, there’s tablets - easy, discreet,
available at any bookstore, or by post.

So which method would you prefer?
You surely can’t doubt your need by now - for

every boot-up brings reminders on the net
of just how tiny is your wee pink soul (how do they know...?)

Let’s give your soul a friendly name - say, Richard -
Ricky, Dicky, Rick, or Dick...

If you don't believe this e-mail from a stranger,
ask your partner if she wouldn’t prefer

the deep and stirring, long and oh so frequent,
confident strutting you with your huge swinging soul..

or ask your soulmate: we’ve called him Dick:
wouldn’t he like to be a monster size?

be the talk of the neighbourhood,
get that special glance from all the hottest chicks?

And remember - in a few more years of this spamming,
and what is monster size now, will be standard issue then...
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And by the way, we do a special junior version for your kids
but present law doesn’t allow us to advertise this...

(The Junior Patch comes in three styles: skin-colour; disguised
as Band-Aid; or with our bold and trendy logo - best ask Junior first...)

give your kids a bigger start in life...
it's what all parents want...

Try our seven-day introductory course today -
you'll be amazed, insatiable...and so will she...

We’'d quote you at this point, the glowing testimonies
from satisfied and greater souls, hymning loud Our praise...

but I guess you know just how they’d read..

Michael Shepherd
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I Dumped

Thanks, I'll have a white wine. Small.

You 'wanted to talk'.
He's dumping me. IT'll live.

because you 'like to live an honest life'.
What life.

but you 'hope we'll be friends'.
Friends of who?

so shall we share the bill?
Probably.

Michael Shepherd
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IEVOLUTION

evolution is no rogue elephant -
crashing blindly through the forests of ignorance
and the rain-forests of mercy, alike -
trampling temples, churches, mosques
in some apparent iconoclasm -
scattering and shattering equipment
in the laboratories of men -

seeking a wise mahout who will tame
and understand its wildness,

or a Darwin who will zoo it,

watch it tenderly, take notes...

no, evolution is a precious golden glimpse

into the mind of - name That as you will -
Paramatman, Jehovah, Jupiter, or God,

Allah, The Creator, World Soul, Intelligent Designer...

who works in subtlety, bound by His own rules..
who works at differing speeds
in our so wonderful human entities...:

to change our body physical, it takes

many many generations to ‘evolve’ -

to grow —let’s say, to take example

at our finger-ends as we work at our computers -
finger-nails fromclaws...

and yet, to evolve in mind, researchers say

- the rearguard in this baggage train,

studying the evidence from the teeming brain -
to evolve the mind may take

one human being just a lifetime,

then pass this capability to a willing child...

and yet again, to evolve

in spirit, being, higher consciousness -

a few years’ work, or months, or days,
and, zap! the favoured ones -

Saint Paul, Eckhart Tolle, dare I instance -
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transcend their former level in the twinkling
of Evolution’s eye, and tell the world
what worlds lie waiting in man’s inner man...

evolution whispers its golden secret in our inner ear:
there, where hope and possibility meet and Kiss,
we live; on the edge of greatness,

magnificent, glorious; what a piece of work is Man!

Michael Shepherd
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I Ecstatitude

sometimes it gets me that way

despite the past
despite the future

yeah

despite myself
despite other people

WOW

and not knowing exactly
what that word means

is exactly
what it means

ecstatitude

Michael Shepherd
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I Electric Haiku

First brown leaves falling,
crisp air now the sun's set,
another light bulb gone.

They last for years,
go as the leaves fall;

perhaps they too feel old.

Michael Shepherd
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I Enlightenment Haiku-Ish

put aside questions;
learn of yourself, how to behave;
the answers will be known.

Michael Shepherd
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I E-Ssential Rap Gospel 'Tude

Jeezuz him say, man, love all thy fellow rappers
jes like I love dat MaryMag an' all dem hoes 'n slappers...

Michael Shepherd
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I Evcharistos! And Not Only...

here is the world of not only:
lifting its face, lifting its hands,
beyond not, beyond only, to
not only, but.. to That!

not only for some, but for all.

Be sitting in your chair, or

kneeling before an altar or a statue, or
touching head to ground, or
cross-legged, the sitar and the vina
quietening to silence, the incense
filling the lungs and heart;

or walking through the forest, in the hills; seeing,
not only this, or this, but... that...

Eucharist, Communion, Advaita -
Thanksgiving, coming together as one,
‘not two'... do all these mean the same,
mean, not only?

not only you, but all of us;

not only worshipping, or working;
not only body or spirit;

not only earth or heaven;

but there, where work is worship; worship, work;
where activity is rest;

where Body is Spirit; Spirit, Body;

earth is heaven, and heaven’s on earth;

where sound and silence meet;
where stillness meets activity;
where body and spirit know each other;

take, if you wish, this sip of wine, this crumb of bread,
this handful of water, this flower,

in the memory of centuries and millions,

lifting, too, their faces and their hands;
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looking beyond not only, finding, that;
or put your hands together,
as all things come together;

say the word, a word,

give a name to it, to That;

or listen to the sound beyond all names;
the sound that’s in the silence;

the life that’s in the stillness;

or stay with eucharist, communion, advaita, jihad,
sacrifice, surrender, prayer, praise;

they are your guardians and your friends,

smiling as they run toward you, greeting;

calling out to you,

not only... but...

Michael Shepherd
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I Even Green Bears Like Anecdotes About Them

Which college student would turn down even

a few dollars? A notice goes, up, Dr. Wegner
wants some volunteers for half-an-hour, most,
in the Cognitive Research lab...

so when it's my turn in the queue,

I go in and he says, now go in there

for fifteen minutes, only one instruction,
don’t think about a green bear...

so, money for old rope, with bear attached,
I go in there, check every few minutes that
I haven’t thought about some idiotic green bear...

come out, he’s sitting there with all his smug
students and assistants, looking just as if
I were some green bear, about to amuse them hugely...

so to shut their silly faces up, I don’t wait, but say,
if you're going to ask me did I think about

that green bear no I didn’t once I checked

every few minutes to see if I'd thought about it no...

and they all laughed...ticked the boxes, wrote

in their don’t- I- love-my-Prof little notebooks with
their smug little smiles to each other...

now I go to sleep

thinking of feeding them one by one

to that green bear, wow they taste good...

I mean, who in their right mind
ever thinks of some green bear...

Michael Shepherd
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I Evening Contentment: A Meal, A Temple

and as the thick heat of the day lifts off,
the city comes alive.

What is architecture without shadow?

At the wrong but necessary time,

midday in high summer, when

the overhead sun has stolen into siesta

all meaning, even beauty,

from the very temples themselves,

we had been clambering around the Acropolis,
which seemed to promise so much from afar,

an ideal world; now up close, we couldn't find it,
trying perhaps too hard; that tiny temple by the entrance
offered more; the korae in the museum

smiled an understanding of all this;

knew all about us. This is what awe means.

Now, in the cooling air of evening, the tourists,
showered, in their fresh cottons,

meet and converge with their Athenian hosts

at an unpretentious family restaurant

at the foot of the Acropolis hill.

The Parthenon, resting from its busy anthill day,

is floodlit in all its glory, yet

aloof; as if its subtle geometries

hold it inviolable between two worlds; Plato in stone.

A hundred Olympian athlete’s paces from the restaurant at its foot,
almost as if generations of this family have measured it,

the scent of cooking garlic welcomes us -

guests even before we have arrived;

then the simple tables, the evocative bouzouki music

whose recording we will buy and in time forget,

and then one day, find again with an exquisite pain;

this is the climax of the Mediterranean day;

three thousand years of culture are the unspoken,

almost unnoticed, stage set for our evening hours tonight, with
the indefinable sense that the sea, blue into wine,
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is not far away. There’s a friendly chatter, men and women,
in the kitchen. This is what an open-air restaurant

should be about: they give us food and wine;

we give them back, our happiness.

As we scrape our metal chairs on the concrete floor
in @ convivial circle — the sky dusted with stars over
the Parthenon now at an awkward, unromantic, steep
angle to us, but we know it’s there -

and settle, foot-weary but refreshed,

you can sense that each of us is relishing

the sense of the fresh, cool air

between the fresh-laundered cotton

and the no longer sticky skin;

have we earned this with our guide-booked day?

Then, three or so enchanted hours -

no great need to speak; silent acknowledgement
that we have come all this way to find

a sheer contentment in just being ourselves

in company, around a table, drinking a little wine,
eating simple food;

time.. time does not stand still,

though that'’s the first idea that comes to mind;
rather, time has surrendered to us

its own unimportance; we steal a glance

at each other’s quiet glow

as sunwarmed faces find some inner sun.

Some Greek grammar not yet learned

is teaching us the living meaning, limitless contentment;
the infinite infinitive of the verb, to be. The air

is gentle as it cools; our bodies warm with food and wine
and boundless love; we are, oh can it be,

perfection in some temple of ourselves.

Michael Shepherd
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I'FATHER

I gave my father seven years
of love unconditional

then in my eighth year
my father decided
to mould me

in my eighth year

I saw through my father
beyond the love

the love had not gone; simply
there is not time for love

when the battle is to find yourself

my eighth year was fatal; that's fatal
meaning in the hands of fate..

forgive me, father, for
I knew not what I knew.

Michael Shepherd
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I Faves And Yuks

and some say

oh that’s my favourite ever poem

my aunt my uncle my teacher read it
to me when I was twelve

and the more I read it

the more true it is and now

I'm older I can say it off by heart

as if the poem knows my heart

and some say

that poem yuk I really really hate it
the more people said to me

that’s a great poem

the more I hated it

now if I see it

in an anthology

I skip the page quickly

I really really hate it

and I wonder if

the more people read a poem

do they take a bit of its power into themselves
so it no longer has quite that surprise it had

or the more people read that poem
the more they add to it

so it has the power

to surprise more people

or do poems

like a rest from time to time
like that old toy in

your grandparents’ attic
which so surprised you

that Jack-in-a-box
with a face like
Pushkin

or Langston Hughes
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Michael Shepherd
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I From Kahlil Gibran On Friendship

Your friend is one who answers to your needs:
the field you sow with love, and reap with thanks;
you seek him for your peace, to hear his heart;
and when he's silent - still his heart you hear:

because, with words or not, you share his joy;
in presence or in absence he is there;

and stronger love may in his absence show:
the beauty of a love that asks for naught.

So tell your friend of all that ebbs and flows,
your best and worst of what fate deals to you:

no thought too great nor light for open minds
who share their pleasures, and their laughter too.

For in the dew of sweet and passing thoughts
each morning's fresh, for close and constant hearts.

Michael Shepherd
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I Funnyossities

Where silliness borders on the realm of possibility -
that’s the blissful land where children play;
inventing for themselves, or helped

by those never-quite-grown-ups

who spend their working week
chortle-gurgle-wham-ouch-eeuucchh! -'****7 -
EEEKK! -AAaarrgghh! ! 1,

illustrating Kidz Komix and such

in that blissful land

and there were books called ‘Funnyossities’

(they’d be nothing now)

the pages chopped laterally in three:

heads in the top section, every possible caricature,
bodies of every size, shape, dress, the middle section;
then legs of all sorts (lots of hairy ones, of course)
occupied the lower section;

and you turned them over, this way, that way,
to make the most ludicrous combinations...
sometimes just absurd, sometimes surreally possible...

I'm there on the page you’'re turning now:

a wizened face, eyes popping;

from my mortar-board, it seems, a schoolmaster enraged
to apoplexy and beyond;

the body of a languid, greenery-yellery poet, wilting like

a stick of celery long past its celery-buy date...

the legs like ancient hairy sticks beneath the woeful shorts...

feel free to chortle, or to turn the page;
it could be worse.

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 769



IGATEWAY TIMEOUT

O radiant Muse of Poetry!
To Thee I.....

(sorry, gateway timeout...)

O Thou Unreachable Server of the Universe,
Uncontactable Administrator of our lives,
Gateway to our destiny on Earth

from our log-in to our timeout,

hear, we beseech....

(sorry, gateway timeout...)

Michael Shepherd
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I G*d Unnamed

So many are reluctant, in their speech,
to make referral to the name of God;

as if to speak thus is to overreach

what may by human mind be understood.

Yet is it not the given power of mind

to do this very thing, and boldly seek
always the greater picture, there to find
the greater causes, and of them to speak?

Our consciousness is greater than the Sun;
it shines beyond the shadows of the mind;
in universal thoughts that look to One

a richer life this greater love may find.

Thus unnamed unity may head our quest;
for Goodness, Truth and Beauty there still rest..

Michael Shepherd
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I God And Michelangelo Paint A Ceiling

‘And now, ladies and gentlemen,
above you - ladies, it's easier with
the mirror from your purse...
Monsieur, Signor, Mein Herr...
we’ve come to

The Big Moment...

the moment for which

tourists gather; temples fill;

saints and monks fall to their knees;
contemplatives fall silent;

even angels hold their breath;

all Creation for a moment, still;

look around, the beauty of it all:
the earth so warm and fresh

under the morning sun;

rivers sparkle among greenest trees
full of breeze and birdsong;

does this perfection lack?

One thing. The one, which may in time
unite all this; destroy all this.

It cannot be the Lord God Himself, seen

walking in the garden in the cool of the evening,

in this paradise which is Himself;

even God must keep His, God’s, own rules;

no, it must be His representative upon His earth,
made in His image - but according to Earth’s scope..

The tourists gawp, or are struck humble
with some unexpected thought. Stay too long like this,
craned neck, and older visitors may faint...

God - who for a moment, must resemble Man

in order to achieve this earthly moment -

stretches out His finger... His reflection,

this mindless, aimless, half-awake and muscle-conscious hulk,
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is moved to imitate the action; reflecting,

as do the lady tourists’ hand mirrors

faintly dusted, scented, with face powder;

(a surreptitious dab; it’s hot in here with all the lights..)

But painters, even with God’s aid,
cannot paint a spark like that.

That over-muscled body will soon trim down
when he must chase his breakfast

through the jungle.. life’s not going to be all
milk and honey, manna and ambrosia

from now on..

but how many years and eras in God’s mind

must pass before that hulk, who’s known

as Adam by his madam, evolves

in God’s good time, to ask

‘Who am I, Lord? ...

the question echoing down the passage of the years
so seldom asked, so silent answered;

the answer when it comes,
comes as by reflection,

comes like a spark to mind.

Michael Shepherd
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I God Is In The Banana Skin...

God, say those who learn of Him,
Is eager to be our teacher...

who would love to sit quietly beside us,
like the mother which He also is,

singing the meaning of the simplest words,
the words that we’ll most need..

but if we're the scourge of the classroom...
He'll not hesitate to use full physical correction - though
He will start small, in hope we take the hint..

but if we still resist, He's not beyond
thrashing us within an inch of our sad life,
until we're on our knees and begging to be taught...

and if our pride still needs to take a fall,
to restore our humane self -

then God is in
the banana skin..

He's ruthless in His love...
there is no depth to which He'll rise
to lower heaven to earthly eyes...

and since He is all women too,

the arts of flirtation are fully in His power...
He'll not answer letters; not turn up on time;
not be taken your advantage of...

change His appearance; or be seen
accompanying some other to the scene...
then send, out of the blue, a Valentine

that knocks you off your feet of clay..
proposes setting a marriage day...

Yes, God is in the banana skin;

God the teacher is ruthless in his love;
God, they say, made time, so that
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we could exercise freewill

in taking our time

to find that our need

is really much the same as His...

Michael Shepherd
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I God! You'Re Like, Sooo Banal...

Imagine - if you'll
pardon that phrase addressed
to poets, of all people -

imagine, if we judged peoples' lives
like we do their poems...

your parents separate when you're just seven?
oh that's such a contrived, unoriginal theme...
it's been done, and better...

you've fallen in love for the first time?
that's so banal, so cliched; can you imagine
anyone wants to share that?

you've been dumped for

the first time in your life by

the one you've given your life to?
that's pathetic - can't you think
of something more.. creative?

your family washed away in the tsunami?
oh puh-lease - that's so -

so - Hollywood - what do you want

to be remembered for - Special Effects?

you're disabled? Can't you think
of something more - personal?
we've all been there one way
or the other, do you have
anything new to contribute?

you love your family? so what?
life isn't a Hallmark card

SO

reviewing your life,
I find it trite, banal, cliche-ridden,
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unreflected on, randomly commenced,
shapeless, lacking in clear theme

or sense of direction, unedited,

unrevised, poorly punctuated, lacking in any
metaphorical significance, veering uncertainly
between real, surreal, and fantasy

and lacking music, that's either

melody or harmony or

rhythm with 'em, and

far, far too much repetition and

and if you think you're aiming at

poetic tragi-comedy I can tell you it

reads more like farcical melodrama

and in all honesty

I couldn't recommend it for general release
even in a niche market, I mean, who'd

want to buy it even in paperback? and

I had hoped in my patronising way that

you could have done better

(though secretly pleased that

you haven't) - for God's sake, couldn't you
have left us something to remember

better than this? Just, done better...?

No, me neither

(dedicated to all those who've got the Tshirt...)

Michael Shepherd
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I Godlike

So you're scrolling fast
down a page of

yeah yeah

those old Greek guys

did they spend their time
dreaming up quotes?

there goes

Democritus (460 - 370BC)
(though of course he didn't know
it was BC did he...?)

saying

'It is godlike

ever

to think

on something beautiful and

on something new.'

and just for a moment

your mind stops mid-scroll:

what was he wearing

that day, was it warm,

was he wearing the standard toga
in off-white or Persil white,
sandals I guess,

writing with some kinda

Greek reed-pen on some kinda
tablet thing

what he had mulled over, polished
fit for posterity

if there would be a posterity

or had he just had

this beautiful, new thought
come to him in his
beautiful, bright mind,

the sun shining on

the Acropolis up there,

the scent of herbs from
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the sides of the hills,

still green and wooded,
feeling himself yes godlike
and maybe saying

a grateful thankyou

to the Muse

in Greek of course.

Michael Shepherd
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I God's Notebook 1: Material Under Declassification

...S0 the next week
I thought, why not bring
these rather fine elements together

start at the bottom, earth, water...
I gave it a provisional name,
Material Under Declassification

or MUD for short; left it around.
Not much happened.
Then children discovered it, loved it.

Not much progress. So

I added fire. Easy-peasy; hot country
I'd chosen for the lab. Time later

for those colder Northern hearts.

Yes. Had wait a fair mantime; but
it passed like no time at all.
'They' discovered bricks.

Things really started to move.
Or rather, rest in bijou residences.

Labourers, have you noticed,

get bored. Especially

with no one passing to whistle at.
I didn't invent the hajib, any more
than I invented figleaf bikinis

and shame - they did.

So - bored labourer in brickyard

takes out half-baked brick (like him...)
and papyrus root (yeah, yeah,

that comes later...) and writes

rude words on brick.

About his employer natch.

'Ph*** U Pharoah'
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Yes, it's all going nicely.
Everything's god.
Oops. meant to write, good..

Michael Shepherd
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I Good V. Evil - Watch The Rematch In The Comfort
Of Your Own Home!

But hold on a minute -
who set this league up?

Is it a fair game? Are the teams
equally matched? Have they
both got wealthy sponsors?
Can they both afford those
international mercenaries?

Is it - excuse the metaphor -

a level playing field? ...

Some say it’s the oldest

religion in the world, with

the largest number of current
devotees.. even those of us

who say we’re agnostic, atheist, or
never got the voting paper,
secretly keep its shrine, deep

in our hearts...

Saint Augustine (who once was a devout
adherent, some say never quite

threw it off, called it ‘original sin’,

‘the taint of Adam’ - that sort of thing)
blamed the Manicheans; they said

they got it from Mazda, who heard it
from a friend - or was it an enemy? ...

Basically, I/you/we/they believe

there are two equal forces battling it out

out there. Which side do you support?

Well, our side of course... out there on

the terraces, we're all united in this..

though sometimes we have a little quiet fun
being the baddies, under an assumed name...

Some say, an impartial god looks on
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as they battle it out; some say,

that’s how it ought to be.. make Mankind

in your image, see where freewill takes them...
if it doesn’t work out, wipe out,

change the rules and start again...

Some say, no god looks on; it's a fight
to the finish, was you lookin at me, scum..? ..
it's hate, hate, makes the world go round...

It fills the sports terraces, now that

that wimpy old idea, fair play, but ref's decision
is final, it's only a game, may the best team win,
is dead and buried...

Politicians find it very handy; when

they’ve finished rubbishing each other,

grabbed a headline and a soundbite, then

they mix good v. evil with

that other useful device: ancient primitive survival
means that we respond more quickly

to threats, than to opportunities...

it's great for manipulating people;

so there’s an axis of evil out there - those guys
we used to support, welcomed their

extended families into East Side apartments,
took their oil money eagerly on Fifth Avenue -
now they’re a threat, we're putting

emergency measures in place...

sorry about that, but

we're here for your protection...

no gray areas any more,

we're the good guys, John Wayne

played us in the film...

it's how the West was won

by the apple-cheeked against the bad apples;
or formerly, before political correctness intervened,
from those other dark-skinned guys, who

I guess we'll have to rename...

the battle-lines are clearcut... aren’t they? ...
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so as we file out from the briefing,

take care out there... and if it gets

all too much, there’s counselling and

the confessional...just in case you thought
the battle was inside yourself...

take the day off; go watch TV; and if
we lose the match, sack the manager,
or boo the ref... switch channels,
there’s an old Western on...

feel good about yourself..

boy, we’d sure miss
those old Manicheans; life would be just so dull
without a bit of drama...oh...

have a nice Thanksgiving Day..

Michael Shepherd
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I Goody Or Baddy? A Varifocal View

Turning over the pages
of the national newspaper
half-alert, this morning,

shock-horror! A full-page photo of,

can it be? Jade Goody, the motormouth

invited back to Big Brother for

obvious reasons, who's caused

world-wide repercussions for abusing

an equally cunningly chosen Muslim

of compassionate intellligence..so, controversy;
a troublesome flea in the charmpit of

the body politic..

oh, no - it's a model who just looks like her,
advertising at huge expense,
Specsavers’ ‘Varifocal’ glasses...

ah! that's the word we need -
varifocal...

and aren’t we all? sometimes we focus

on the short-range, sometimes on the long;

Jade; TV producers; media; politicians;

motormouths the lot of us; one day

we hate the Muslims or the Christians next door,

and their perpetual cooking smells of curry

or of vinegared fish-and-chips;

next day we are on our varicultural best behaviour,
almost, but not quite, inviting them to eat with us;
it's called freedom of speech, integration, democracy..

Even as I speak, varifocal editors of varifocal media
are preparing balanced feature articles by

varifocal feature writers entitled

‘Jade Goody - true voice of Britain? '

and we'll pour the milk on our breakfast fodder

and slip on our varifocals with the other hand.
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Michael Shepherd
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I Gratitude Dawning

Alarm clock. The sun rises.
The buses, railways, flights are running.
There’s a bottle of milk on the doorstep.

Facts of life. Except when they’re not there.

Who lives a life of continual gratitude for life?

Hey guys, the sun which disappeared last night

has turned up again today! Wow! Relief! Let’s get down
on our knees, raise hands, voices... and

while we’re about it, put your hands together for

all morning milkmen, where they still deliver milk...

Except — no milk this morning.
Shall you telephone - politely,
with a subtext of unpractised gratitude?

I only saw the current milkman once;
said to him, this is the first time I met you...
he said, well, you're not around at 4 ay em are you?

So you telephone. A foreignish voice from
the land of holy cows replies from

a script I guess, ...your previous milkman...
left the company... late...on his way...

Morning gratitude. The cow who gives you

the love for her calves, in liquid form;

yielding too, the butter for your toast;

the pig who gave her life for your bacon rasher;

the hen who parted with her offspring for you

to kill its life in sizzling frying pan...

they’re all female, you've just noticed; how about

the oranges whose liquid praise of the morning sun you drink?
tomatoes, mushrooms, anybody?

maybe you should write a note to the dairy,
say, please convey to the milkman

who has now left the company for

pastures new, hur hur, and we hope
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a creamy, frothing future,

our gratitude for services rendered
which we would not ourselves

be easily persuaded to take on...
yes, maybe you should.

Michael Shepherd
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I Gun Nuts

The FBI has considerably extended
the list of those whose mental health
makes it unwise for them to purchase guns...

that means, I guess, those whose state
was discovered before they bought
their first, or second, or fourteenth gun..

but what of those whose mental health
is dangerously unbalanced, after
they buy their guns and use them?

who graduate enthusiastically

from air-rifles aimed at beer cans,

to planning how to gun down

their teachers or their fellow students?

then there are those who fight heroically
throughout a campaign; but return,
as veterans from Vietnam, to a ruined mental health?

or - let’s be quite contentious here -

suppose a whole people, let's say Texans

or Republicans, or Afghans, or some extremist sect,
want to fight each other; and

an impartial expert called in by

the United Nations (uh?) declares

that neither side are fit in mental health

to buy, or to be issued, any guns? ...

Michael Shepherd
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I Haiku - To A Poet

The sound of words
Silence
Two friends

Michael Shepherd
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I Haiku After Rumi

How happy the meadow is!
How the trees tremble!
Flash! Thunder!

Michael Shepherd
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I Haiku For David

This autumn evening
my haiku speaks of sadness
yet the bare trees smile

Michael Shepherd
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I Haiku For Joyce

The sky is heavy with rain.
a poem still only half read
in the sunshine

Michael Shepherd
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I Has Music Gone From Poetry?

Has music gone from poetry?

Words and music, still agree?

Dance and rhythm, song and laughter,
Do they echo, now, hereafter..?

Has singing gone from poetry?

Words that sing a listened tune?
Lullaby and melody,

Old rhymes that sleepy mothers croon?

Has rhythm gone from poetry?

Quick as a dance-step, slow as a glide?

Laughing now; now weeping; now shouting with glee -
Dancing round you, singing, can’t catch me...

Has magic gone from poetry?
Spells that summon fairy Fates?
Incantations solemn spoken,
Heroes, giants, to danger woken?

Have light hearts gone from poetry?
Hearts that know the tears of life,
hearts that know the grief of strife,

yet sing and dance and laugh with glee?
Who loves, who loves not poetry?

Michael Shepherd
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I Hertes Academie (A Metaphysical Exercise)

My mistress’ bedde, my wylling scholeroom is,
where I do lerne my eager pupille’s taske;

her scorns, her prayse, to me as equalle are;
her swete chastisement, alle thatte I may aske;

In her anatomie, I lerne newe worldes;

I am Columbus, sayling to strange shores,

fynde alle thynges newe; I am as one fresshe-taughte;
nought of our schyppe to speke of myne or yours;

Whanne infants, we are all shored safelie uppe

by parentes luve, upon us richlie pored;

but thenne, in"th torment of our growing yeares,

where mighte we lerne where alle thysse luve is stored?

Where is the hertes academie, to teche

thysse bloody, beating, untaughte, human place,
where hevenes Creator meetes thysse mortal coil,
whatte is its role and rule, whatte it muste face?

Too layte, too layte, to tayke a lyfe to lerne
thysse herte to growe, and swell, and gratelie strive;
where is the hertes academie, whanne younge,

to sooner teche oure hertes with luve to thrive?

Michael Shepherd
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I Hickory, Dickory, Deconstructed Dock...

and the maker of the case

had given it rudimentary legs

with a little space between them and the floor
and though the case was of finest polished
hickory-wood, he’d not given much valued time
to the cheap wood of the interior shelf

below the shining weight swinging to and fro
on the pendulum..

you don't often catch a mouse climbing;

but the philosophy of all scavengers large and small
is ‘you never know...” - the floor is the first place, but
the table top may hold hidden treasure

on its fertile plain; and though this strange

upright monster of furniture didn’t seem

promising to a twitching whiskered nose,

you never know... Though the gentlemice

are the family’s scavengers in chief, the ladymouse
can be desperate with all those little mouths to feed...

we’ll never know whether it was a scrabble

up the rough side of that hickory-wood case, or

cunning deft paws thrust between the links of chain...

she gained the top shelf, where the strange mechanism
moved as discreetly as a mouse, above the ticking cogwheel...

and then, like some mighty god of fearsome justice and revenge, offended at this
presumption...this hubris,

to be punished, as Prometheus, as Icarus -

a whirring of the metal monster

shook the case and mouse; then - a sonic boom,

shattering Minnie’s ears — but more, shattering

her tidy universe, at exactly one-o-clock in Green Witch time...

one tiny, traumatised ladymouse -

the childmice fed and put to bed -

snuggled close to her gentlespouse that night:
‘what’s it all about, Mickey? " who

yawning, half-awake: ‘Search me, kid...
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she, laying awake that night, filled with more curiosity

than it needs to kill a cat; filled with unmousely thought

(by which that godly evolution works its mysterious metamorphoses...)
wishing ‘even if I were reborn as

the most timid human being, I'd like to know

what it’s all about...” and too much cheese

tossed her sleep between harsh nightmare dreams...

... She may work in your office, or the firm’s up there
above the factory floor.. that tiny spinster of uncertain age,
large round eyes behind small round wire-rimmed glasses,
eyes which however seldom meet your gaze...

water-cooler gossip, calling her Miss Mouse,

idly wonders where she goes

and what she does, at end of day...

back, we guess, to an ailing widowed mother who

resents her daughter going out to work,

but knows the money must be earned...

then, mother put to bed, she reads (and yes,
Beatrix Potter’s on the shelf above,

next to the clock her father made for her...) :
scared of mice, of course, yet

feeling a strange affinity; remembering

as daughters do, her beloved father

whose clockmaker's posture, back bent,
arms and hands ready for his intricate work,
she has inherited, as she holds her Beatrix Potter
cocoa mug between her delicate,

timid, pink, deft, humble yet

secret-strong, little paws...

Michael Shepherd
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I Holy Questions Not Wholly Answered

When I asked them, why did You

need to send Him, they said

I was too young to ask such questions;
I should just be glad..

I wondered but did not say,
were You sorry that perhaps
it hadn’t gone quite right
first time? ..

I wondered but did not say,

how could they be sure

he was the only son; might You - or we - not need
another Son, every now and then?

Later, I began to understand

the huge risk that You took

in giving us freewill; and saw

the mercy of Your sending sons
whenever we had strayed too far..

How I would love You more,

how I would love Him more,

if others would not claim

this Coming to be unique..and Ours...

then I would love You

for Your mercy, as

I loved You when I was a child:
as the father in all fathers;

I, the son who would be

every son.

Michael Shepherd
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I Horse And Rider

To lean forward in the saddle,
the reins slackened for a while,

to lean forward towards its ear,
its ear concerned with more immediate things,

across the muscled, tendoned neck
so much more a neck than human neck

with the urge to whisper some unformulated words
arising beyond a language, in the heart,

concerning some so briefly,
so deeply now perceived

of some equality hidden in humility
holding horse and rider

in some ancient bond of trust,
perhaps of love.

Michael Shepherd
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I How Brave This New World Shines! How Fine Its
Words!

There were monkeys everywhere;
all with badges gently velcroed to their coats -
‘Supervisor’; ‘IT operative’; ‘Catering’;

in the corridors, those who chattered
seemed to have been taught broad vowels;
I swear they spoke pentameters iambic.

Down the corridor of this carefully designed space,
even an in-house cinema; today, I note, it's playing
the film of Borges’s ‘Libraries of Babel’

and an old Marx Brothers comedy.

The building is light and airy, beside it

the river flows sedately, as if it knows

it waters hallowed ground; swans glide
as if to speak of poetry in motion.

opposite, the Zen garden has been thoughtfully banked
to accommodate that Asian requirement,

a hundred tourists holding above their heads

a hundred mobiles: sapling forest of trivial fond record;

calm outside, subduing the tourist hordes;
inside, an air of suppressed excitement;

it seems that after many years,

the team had passed the major test -

or as their press release phrased it so quaintly,
‘With proud-flying colours new apparison’d’...

I read on: 'Oh brave new world, that hath such creatures in't!
No longer Nature’s child, but Nature’s pen;
No longer aping man, but nurturing men!’

It seems that the Institute, programmed with all the data

that man and monkey together might accumulate,
were ‘sailed upon a venture new embark’d’:
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a brand-new play by The Shakespeare Primate Trust,
‘honouring his great, unblotted name’...

Michael Shepherd
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I How Long?

How long

may a heart stay bruised
before it starts to bruise
itself?

How long

may a heart stay vulnerable
before it grows a strength?
How long

must a heart wait

for another love?

How long
it seems

How long?

Michael Shepherd
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I Hypersyllabic Lyric With Catalexis (For Mary Oliver)

There’s budding in the springtime;
fruiting in the fall;

flowering in the summertime;

but winter comes to all..

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 803



1''T Am A Part Of All That I Have Met'..

you're having one of those

tricky, subtle, unpleasant

‘let’s go for a drink’ job interviews

in @ quiet, expensive bar

that slick, smooth bosses go in for
and you feel it’s all wrong way up -
you're being interviewed for life style,
presentable company wife etc.

and not the job; you'd like

the pay of course, that's why

you're here; but now where’s this going,
out of left field - ‘I am a part of

all that I have met’ he says; is that

to remind you that it will always be

his company? Is it something he read
in the latest aspirational book, and
rather fancied it...? Sharply, you loathe
the whole business world that got you
where you are...

now, you're sitting out an excellent party

except that you’ve been on your feet all day

and now you're joined on the sofa by an attractive thirty-fivish
who’s also gently cruising the room.. you know
instantly that she’s, as you’d say to the boys

but not, well not yet, to her personally, up for it..
and you’re wittily circling one another

in banter, taking stock of the priority

of your urges, and then she says,

looking you straight in the eye, as if

it’s moving this chat onto another plane, ‘I am

a part of all that I have met’.. and you try

to suppress the comeback line,

yes, lady, I'll bet you are...

pretentious flirty cow, says your inner jock...

Around 1666, when London burned

like a pile of sticks, Milton, blind poet,
said this. And of course, never saw the flames;
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I wonder if he felt their distant warmth to chill his soul?
What made him say this, a statement almost heroic,
magnificent; a poet who also cared deeply for
freedom of expression... you've skipped

pages, chunks, of his ‘Paradise Lost’...

and now, one single remark quoted,

and you simply want to meet him;

drag him out of history into the present time,

ask him about his life, try to know

what made him - sixtyish, blind,

having just written that sonnet on his blindness
which once made you weep when you were young,
say of his life, I am a part of all that I have met...

Michael Shepherd
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I I Eager For You

today, O My Beloved,

I eager for you...

there was no such word
until today; today, there is..

to say, I'm eager for you
would be to say,

less than, I am...

when it's I am, and

which you are, O My Beloved,
that eagers...

nor do I recognise eagerness..
how can I, if it's not me?

no, today, it's an active word...
what else might I say?

to say I long, makes it sound
that I may never find you...

to say, I languish, makes me sound
so weak and hopeless...

to say, I yearn, makes it sound

as if I never knew You...

even the Hebrew word the psalmist used -

the deer that yearns for the waterbrook,

the hart that pants for cooling streams -

even that word’s uncertain; some say

it's the way that a deer, feet slightly splayed

upon the sloping bank, stretches out its graceful neck
to the clear, pure, healing water...

some say, it’s that slight sound the deer makes,

as it gently laps that lovely water...

the sound that quenching makes...

today I am that deer, tasting what’s just out of reach...;
that feeling beyond all words possesses me -

the feeling that You who ever are inside me, Lord,
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wish to proclaim You outside me -
today, O My Beloved,
I eager for to be myself; for You...

Michael Shepherd
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I I Have A Fear - I May Be Wrong.

I have a fear - I may be wrong:

that all too many, put off all thoughts of 'God'

by those who claim to speak for Him,

may cease to look for, name, all wondrous things:
the good, and beautiful, and truthful; which give joy;
which you and I love as the best of life...

and name them, praise them, to our children's ears
as all the wonder that they are...

I have a fear - I may be wrong:

that even seeing this world as sweetshop of delights
we never look to see

some unity.

I have a fear - I may be wrong:

that we may miss the mind's pure joy
of stepping back to see

beyond what shows itself,

a greater and more glorious view...

I have a fear - I may be wrong:

that though we have a hazy view

of 'Creation' and 'Creator’,

we do not seek to play Creation's part -
as species disappear; as world pollutes...

I have a fear -1 may be wrong:
we know the words; but miss the song.

Michael Shepherd
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I TIka

Ika,

I'd love to write a poem

I'd be proud to write a poem
for you which would be
about you because

you deserve a poem

which would be about

you of course but also deeply, deeply,

about the tragic, comic, farcical

ironies of skin colour, history, earnings,
empire, class, prejudice, sheer

human thoughtlessness and cruelty; and yet
the essential goodness

of mankind

and it would somehow

have to cover

your proud Jamaican family,
stalwart, respected

in the community and then

the way that Britain invited

its fine colonial soldiers,

airman, sailors, who had

fought and lived and died

for a land they had never known,
for an Empire shortly to break up,
to come to Britain and

continue the proud record

of colonial servicemen

supported by our web of aristocracy

which knew and served and loved its Empire
full of human beings, humanity -

so that you, now retired

from the services, are

a hospital orderly who is

on nodding terms with lords and ladies,

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 809



millionaires and nobodies
and friend to everybody, who has

suffered the irony of being
mugged by white guys
disguised as joggers

because you dress so smart...
I think you’ve never quite
recovered from this

wound they’d never guess at...

and all this human thoughtlessness
and more, you turn upside down

by shopping at Harrods food store
on a hospital orderly’s pay;

while your nephews and nieces
educated in Jamaica and the States
are so magnificent, and well-off too...

there’s so much I'd like to put down
on paper, because I'm so proud

to have you as a friend, who

also represents

more recent human history

than a book of history

could contain; and yet

you’'ve never lost your dignity
thank God

SO

this is just to say,
you deserve a poem,
Ika,

and I'd be honoured
to write it but

I can’t even begin
you know how it is

yes indeed you do
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Michael Shepherd
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I Imagine Angels

imagine angels.

imagine a bolt of lightning
out of the blue so blue
striking a tree

a few feet away

imagine a thunderstorm
remaining overhead all night

imagine a summer dawn arising
as if for the first time on the earth

imagine cats and dogs whimpering
as the ground trembles

with the approaching earthquake

imagine the equation for space-time
there in the mind as you wake

imagine the death of children
imagine the birth of children

imagine the first love
of your lover

imagine a joy beyond detachment
imagine a detachment beyond joy

imagine angels

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 10

I said to My Beloved

You have given me all Your love;
I have given You all my love;
what more can I give to You?

My Beloved said

If you love Me, then show your love
by seeing, knowing, all

that happens to you in your short life
as gifts from Me..

all events, all acts, all thoughts,

all seeming accidents, all illnesses,

all that arises from your meetings with others,
all their words to you -

see them all as Me

I said to My Beloved,

O My Beloved, my love is great
yet my will is weak;

I love You as I love life itself -
help me in this!

My Beloved said

It will not be easy; for
this will be the measure of your love for Me...

My help is this:

every time you see Me in some passing moment,
in some passing event in your life

be it harsh, or seem unfair— yes,

especially in this, my fiercely loving love -

you will know My love for you

as you have never known My love

for you so great, so pure
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I said to My Beloved

This hard and lovely thing, O My Beloved,
will be the measure of my love for You.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 12

I said to My Beloved

Tell me of Your nature

My Beloved said

I am like water

the spirit of water
the cause of water
the holiness of water
I flow

I bond

this is My nature

the nature of love

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 14

I will create you,
I shall nhame you;

I will show you happiness; then
I shall show you sorrow;

I will show you sorrow; then
I shall show you happiness;

and in the one, you shall know
the more about the other;

I will show you rest; and
I shall show you restlessness;

and in experiencing one,
you shall know more of the other;

I will show you all that is old; and
I shall surprise you with all that seems new;

I will show you the Unchanging and Eternal, and
I shall show you the changing and the impermanent;

and when you have tasted both of these
you will know more of Me;

I will have you taste the One;
I shall have you taste the many;

and when you have tasted both of these
you shall know more of Me;

I shall show you every opposite that you or I can name,
for I am, all opposites;

and when you have known all opposites
you will know Me beyond all opposites;
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I will show you love, and
I shall show you lack of love;

and knowing these, you will become
all the more the loving; and

although you will forget my love for you,
I shall never cease to love myself in you; and

although you will deny your love for Me, or that I exist,
I shall never cease to love myself in you;

but as lovers do, I shall tease you; for
so lovers show each other their true heart;

and so, you will know, as lovers do,
that you are Me and I am you;

I will show to you My smile of love;
I shall speak to you My love’s message.

And if you ask more of Me than all these,
I will show you glory upon glory;

and if you ask yet more of Me than this,
I shall brush you with an angel’s wing

and pour out the honey of my love for you
and show you, dazzled by the world, how you are yet Myself.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 2

Still, silent, radiant in myself I sat,
all, in my knowledge; in my love, all things;

and yet I loved to play at love;
so made my worshipper, my lover.

Now my worshipper, my dearest one,
is become the mirror which we share

glancing, laughing with ourselves,
laughing with each other's self

in the mirror of the memory
which is the loving heart.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 20

I sang to My Beloved

O My Beloved -

how could I sing of the joy
of being closer to You
than Your breath...

than Your eyes...

than Your lips...

if Sorrow had not visited me? ...

In the middle of the darkest night
in the cold midwinter of the heart,
a stranger knocked upon my door:
it was Sorrow, wrapped in blackest cloak.

I greeted Sorrow; bade come in;

ate bread with Sorrow and drank wine with it;
then with a smile, sent Sorrow on its way.
Now the sun has risen,

the dawn is like a world made new

and I have woken fresh
as if I had already washed.

[this one comes with a smile for Allie, who occasioned it...]

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 21

Yesterday

I cried out in my anger

'Who are You, Lord? ...

and the echo came back

like a winter shout against a cliff of stone..
".....Lord...... '

Today

I whispered in my despair

'Lord, who are You? ...

and the echo came back

like summer water over a pebble...

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 22

My dearest one: tell me,
why you always return to Me?

I said to My Beloved

In everything I do, I fail, fall short
of what I would offer from my heart to You;

You see this; and say nothing.
But then you hide behind my eyes;
and so I see with Your eyes,

where I have failed;

Seeing all this with Your eyes,
how can I not return to You,

O My Beloved?

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 821



I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 23

I asked My Beloved

How may I know the secret
of being a perfect Sufi,
insan al-kamil,

a perfect Friend of God?

My Beloved said

You will never in your life be sure;
and that is just how it should be;
that way, you will be safe in Me;

instead, seek always where My secret might be found:
as you walk, look closely at all of nature;

every flower, every tree, every lake, every cloud,
every bird, every animal;

look closely at them, to see

if they hold My secret;

as you walk down the street,
look into the eyes of each human being

to see if they know My secret in their heart;

listen to every sound and every word
in case My secret hides within them;

or in the scent of roses, or in the taste of food;

go to sleep with this question on your lips,
wake with this question in your mind;

and though you will never find the answer,
one day the question shall cease to be a question

and become the song which you have always known.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 24

‘O My Beloved,

Only when I am close to You

is the world in perfect order, and
contentment enfolds me in warm arms;
only then am I at peace;

only then is my heart at rest

and I am still within myself

and know that heart to be true constancy...’

O My Beloved,

You heard me speak this
from my heart, to You; and then
You smiled.

And in that smile I knew

all that I had written, to be but

the faintest, pale reflection

of Your love for me;

for me whose heart You made,

to be there as a mirror of Your love.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 25

I said to My Beloved

Tell me the measure of truth

My Beloved said

Tell me first what you know of truth

‘One and one make two,
-asYouand I’

My Beloved said

Tell me more of truth

‘Love draws me to You

as the white moth to the candle’s flame’
My Beloved said

Tell me more of truth

‘Love makes You and me
into one single perfect love’
My Beloved said

This is the measure of truth
which is immeasurable:

the greater the truth

the less it can be measured;

the greater the truth

the deeper it may be experienced;

this is its measure: its experience.
Truth has no other measure,

for only love can measure truth.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 26

To My Beloved I said

‘When I am away from you, O Beloved,
out in the market place of this world,

I remember that I have forgotten

one thing — but cannot remember
what it can be...’

My Beloved said

Is it yourself?

‘It is of myself, yet
it is not myself..’

‘Is it Myself? ’

‘It is of Yourself, yet
it is not Yourself..’

‘Then it must be that one thing
which is most precious to you:

that for which your life was bought in the market place
at the price of a great jewel,

which is your paradise;

that which you love beyond all else,
but have not yet found;

that for which your whole life

should be exchanged;

find that one thing without delay,
and you will have no more questions,
only the joy of working at the work
for which you were born..’

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 825



I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 27

‘O My Beloved -

I lose myself in the world’s distracting multiplicity,
yet cannot find the One in my restless mind -

I am in a desert place, a place of desolation... ’

My Beloved said

see the reeds, gently swaying like swooning dervishes
on the river bank, their feet in the water -

a man could sit for hours and watch them -

are they not beautiful?

See now the reed-flute, so carefully crafted,
waiting there to sound out sadness, love and joy -
is it not beautiful?

See the musician - how his eyes shine
with the music in his soul!
Is he not beautiful?

Hear the music that he plays -
telling its stories of life and death, of heaven and earth -
is it not beautiful?

Now watch him as he plays

the music which is himself

on the flute made from the willing reed -
am I not the One you hear in this?

I am beautiful in My Oneness;
I am beautiful in My multiplicity;

Is there a greater miracle than this?

And you, the witness of all this in Me -
is there a greater miracle than yourself?

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 29

O Caliphs of the world
who have executed so many saints
for daring to say that ‘I am God within myself’ -

If you yourselves are not God within yourselves,
then who are you to pronounce punishment
upon any other man?

And now, every man who carries
a sword, a dagger, bomb or gun
would think himself a Caliph,
messenger of the Lord...

how wrong they are.

Yet Allah, the great, the merciful beyond our understanding,
allows them to live on after their victims’ death - gives

a little time to know themselves

as the wheel of the potter, Destiny, turns for them,

before they return to Him

as clay to be reshaped in the Potter’s hands

or dry and crumble into dust.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 3

My Beloved said

When, my dearest one, you were asleep,
sleeping in Myself, I came to you

and looked into your mirror
to see whom I might see

and when you wake,
then you will see My breath

still moist upon
that mirror.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 35 - Three Answers

I asked the passing strangers
in the fine street of the wise,
‘Tell me about your Self itself’

The first man said to me

‘It is like a rose garden
planted around a fountain -
it is always beautiful,
changing, yet unchanging;
it is the very centre

of my peace and rest...’

The second man said to me

‘It is like a treasure house of riches -

full of more sparkling, deep-coloured jewels
than anyone’s imagination

could ever begin to describe;

as beautiful as anything

in heaven or on earth...

The third man said to me

‘It is like a mine of gold and silver
where you only have to dig

and there is always more to find...

To the first man I said

‘You are indeed blest,

O noble sir... and must have earned yourself
this great honour...tell me,

do you invite every passing stranger

to walk and sit in that garden with you? ’

He said
‘Yes; I am a poet.’

To the second man I said

‘You are indeed blest,

O noble sir... and must have earned yourself
this great honour... tell me,
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do you invite every passing stranger
into your treasure house, saying,
take all you need -

to make rich their life, too? ’

He said
‘Yes; I am a poet.’

To the third man I said

‘You are indeed blest,

O noble sir... and must have earned yourself
this great honour... tell me,

do you invite every passing stranger

to come and dig whenever he so needs? ’

He said
‘Yes; I am a poet.’

Michael Shepherd

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive 830



I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 36 - The Rose Told Me

In the garden,
I look at a rose and wonder

Is this rose

laughing with God?

Is it God’s smile, and message, to the earth?
Does it tell

Of God’s goodness, truth, and beauty?

Of God'’s stillness? Peace? and silence?

Or if you gazed at it long enough
and carefully enough,

perhaps with a laugh or smile,

in stillness, peace, and silence,
would it tell you everything

that God would have you know?

For even if you are

a cynic, locked into your own mind

by your own key

and say, oh, it’s just

savage, ruthless nature, competing

with all the other flowers, for the bees -

for nothing but its own selfish ends -

you must admit

that Whoever allowed, invented, made, decreed
the laws for the construction of

such complex, simple beauty (which a bee may never know?)
is pretty cool.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi 36 - The Rose Told Me

‘If all men already knew my message, saw my smile
then there would be no need for me to speak; or to exist.

If all men already knew my message, saw my smile
then they would treat me like the grass; like the sand.

If all men already knew my message, saw my smile
I would be a noun bereft of any adjective

like grass; like sand.

If all men already knew My message, saw My smile
they would already be God.

If all men already knew My message, saw My smile
none of them, or all of them, would be poets.’

I Am glorious unity;

I Am glorious multiplicity;
Enjoy Me.

[for Ghada, with thanks..]

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 41 - Prayer

In the street outside the window

a beautiful young maiden passes;

only her eyes, looking straight ahead, demurely down,

are to be seen of her, above her veil, below her headscarf; and yet -
around her, as we draw our breath, transfixed -

around her, all the air is radiant with the light of love...

and in the following days, for hours each day,

we, love-smitten, wait in hope to catch her

as she passes; and the more we see her passing,

the more we seek to snare her attention;

hoping for the day when, as she passes,

her lovely eyes may glance so briefly, glance this way...

and on that day, the day of days

which we have waited for, for weeks and months -

then, it is no longer all we want:

how to ensnare her gaze? so that, one day,

our burning ears and lips may draw one single word from her...

Wise men say in the ancient tongue, the word,
to pray, meant, to incline, to listen - and, to snare...

and so for every one of us, our whole life is prayer:
from the first moment to the last,

from the first time when the baby’s eyes

meet those of loving parents, until

the last moment when our eyes turn upward...

we bow in adoration of the Beloved,

of whom we are not worthy; yet...
then listen for the first word breathed
by child; by parent; lover; ruler; God...

And, lover and beloved both alike,

set snares to catch our Beloved to ourselves...
that Beloved who is outside us, yet within...
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that sleeping beauty who is our very self.

and, since prayer is love, our Beloved
sets snares for us also, to test our love;
this is the lovely game of love...

God plays it too with us:

to test our faith, to test our trust, to test our love...

Prayer, O Beloved, is pure love.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 42 - How Far Is Far From
God?

Why, O dearest to Myself,
do you try to hard to run away from God?

Your body cannot run away from Him,
for He who made your body, runs with you..

Your spirit, your soul, cannot run away from Him,
for He is your very spirit, your very soul..

Only your mind can run away from Him;
and then his brothers, soul and body,

weep for him, wait for his return,

in stillness and in silence - which they know

by nightfall, he will be unable to resist..

Why do you try so hard to run away from God?
When did He ever run away from you?

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 43 - The Poet

And they often said,

‘O poet, as you call yourself -
why are all your verses

to your divine Beloved, full

of ‘as’ and ‘like’? " -

‘Her lips are like red rubies, or as strawberries’...
‘Her neck, as slender as that of a running young gazelle’...
‘Her smile is like sun after rain’...

‘Why do you tempt us with these earthly things? ’
The poet said

‘Like’ and ‘as’ are the keys to heaven, no less:
there is no language spoken yet by men
equal to the language of Her presence -

my truest poetry is spoken in the moment when
I look upon her beauty, but stunned to silence -
but how then to praise her, tell of her

to those who never saw her beauty yet? ...

and so, I take those things most familiar,

most dear to the senses of all mortal men,

saying, is this not beautiful? And yet, beyond all this
her beauty, which yet comprehends all sense,

all mind, all spirit, all love, all lovers, is her love...

and even when I do not say those words,

but, silent, let an image come of her:

‘A gazelle ran wide-eyed through my dream; and I awoke
with the taste of strawberries on my lips...’

then, I know myself to be blest by her,
and yet, the image but a teasing veil;

this is her immortal gift to poets -
to know their mortal failure, yet
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to sing to men: I saw her but in passing...yet...
now, I am possessed of her, and sworn
the Beloved’s servant all my loving life...

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 45 - The Lily

In the gardens of the world

as the world and seasons turn,
in a thousand thousand gardens,
in @ million fields and valleys,
the lilies grow.

the lilies of the field - proud
yet modest in the grass, proud
that Jesus spoke of them;

lilies of the valley - proud
yet modest as their scent
sings and calls, amongst all
the heady scents of nature,
the scent so close

to the wild cyclamen

in the hillside grass;

the regal lily, sharing with the rose

the Caliph’s and the Sultan’s gardens,

listening all their lives as lilies do

to the plashing fountain in the fragrant courtyard;
laughing quietly as the kohl-eyed beauties

round the Caliph in the evening garden

vie behind their silken veils

with perfumes mixed and strange..

each day, one lily in the bed
reaches its perfection, glows,
exults in its day of unique status,
as every lily has its day..

What honour then, can God bestow
upon his creatures, so magnificent,
so thunderous in their praise of Him
for those with ears to hear?

His most precious gift, which even men
rarely earn with all a lifetime serving Him -
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a glimpse of His perfection..

And the regal lily, full of the humility
of the lily, Mary’s flower,

bows its slender neck

yields all its beauty, bowing low,
folds its curled petals, as Mary
submitting to the will of God;

and we, walking in the garden,

glance and say ‘Behold,

that lily which, but yesterday, was perfect,

is fading now already...” and in our heart

passes, is discarded, the evening chill

of knowing ourselves to be that lily..

pride, humility, the gifted glimpse of God’s perfection,
barely acknowledged as they pass..

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 47 - A Confession Of Love
Withheld

Now with surprise and sadness, I have realised-
I do not love you as much as I thought...

When you are beside me

in the bed when I awake

I whisper with my waking breath
to your open or your sleeping eyes,
‘T love you'...and in that,

I find myself...

But when you are far away

my first involuntary waking thought
is not of you, or love, or God

Who guided me through the night,
Who taught me to enjoy

His great invention, sleep...

but of myself...

myself and world as two

and I am lost to myself...

and know, I have not yet
surrendered all my mind and will
to God...

O My Beloved

how can I love you fully, as God loves, when
I do not yet see God

in every waking moment

in myself?

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 5

Yesterday, my dearest one,

you who are so dear to Me,

you walked so slowly through the public park
carrying your sorrow with you

and as you walked, you cast a glance

at that red rose whose scent waylaid you on your path,
wondering if its beauty

might somehow lift your sorrow from you.

Walk in the park again today,
you who are so dear to Me,
I shall be waiting in the rose,
waiting in the rose’s beauty

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 50 - One Thing

Oh the pleasure, the happiness,
the delight, the joy, the bliss,
of doing just one thing above all!

When I was a child, I did many things;

that’s right for children - there’s the world,
go play in it; ask, what’s a horizon? but what
lies beyond? and why can’t I see angels

if angels can see me? ...

When I was a young man, I did many things;

that’s right for young men - which one will I love?

which one will love me? And when we’ve together found our love,
oh what then? and oh what then?

But now I'm older, there seems less time

for many things; they will look after themselves
without my help... so, what delight

to give oneself to just one thing...

one thing at a time; and then

one thing...

and it seems, it doesn’t matter what;

roses need an expert to collaborate

in dreaming up new beauty from an older stock;
dogs need exercise, and a two-legs to look up to;
grandchildren are born to love grandparents

in a special way..

and, duties done, and hearts served well,
one thing...it might be poetry,

in which to say, look, all this

I've received: here’s recognition,
acknowledgement, and gratitude...

and the other things, like sleeping, eating,

become day by day like living in someone else’s poem;
someone else committed to one thing...
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and then one day, perhaps,

life’s curtain twitches; and some great being

looks in the window, the very moment you look out;
and ‘one thing’, in the most natural way,

becomes...

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 51: Beyond Artifice

Because I am a poet
and you are a poet

I would like to talk to you today
of how when My Beloved

smiles at me with that open smile
that asks nothing but the freedom
to express itself

then I can only think of

that white rose which this morning
took my breath away with its

innocent whiteness, its pure whiteness
with just a hint of a blush as if

it astonishes even itself

or I could speak of the white rose
which reminds me of
the smile of My Beloved

but in truth, the likeness

of these two becomes one

not in my poem but

in myself as I gaze with wonder

at white rose; receive

the smile of My Beloved which asks nothing;

and God, looking at me looking,
God who is all three of us

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 6

My Beloved said

O my dearest one

what may I give to you,
ask of me what you may

I said to My Beloved,

O my dearest one,

give me whatever

may bring You closer to me
bring me closer to You

My Beloved said

Tell me O my dearest one
that I may give you that
which brings Me closer to you
I said to My Beloved

Send me pain and suffering
for when I cry out to You
then I am closest to you

O my dearest one

My Beloved said

I shall send you what you ask,
O my dearest one

It is called the world

and we two shall be one in it
and know it as our dream of love

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 62 - Religion

The witness said
this is what I saw

no other witnesses were present at the time,
none of the jury were there of course,
the judge was not there

some of the jury said

if he says so I believe him,
some of the jury said

how do I know that's the truth

they listened,
his eyes shone;
their hearts listened,

their eyes shone;

yes they said,
that's true

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 63 - One

bee,
said the flower

flower,
said the bee

rain,
said the seed

seed,
said the rain

earth,
said the sky

sky,
said the earth

man,
said the creator

creator,
said the man

do they know
they all speak the same language?

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 64 - Language

It's a misty morning,
clings gently to the skin,
it's pleasant like this,
let’'s walk

oh here’s an apple tree,
you can touch the mist on the apple’s skin

ah, it must be a whole orchard,
how the mist makes it such an adventure

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 64 - One

bee,
said the flower

flower,
said the bee

rain,
said the seed

seed,
said the rain

earth,
said the sky

sky,
said the earth

man,
said the creator

creator,
said the man

do they know
they all speak the same language?

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 65 - The Housefly

So small,
such a tiny eye,
yet sees, has seen, so much

to be a housefly

in the house of the Lord,

a house without walls, without ceiling,
without floor?

I wonder.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 66 - The Dervish As A
Doorway Turning

When the music calls to the soul’s hunger

the matzub begins to turn like a shy maiden;
then faster, faster; centrifugal force

will throw him out of kilter, off the dance floor,
if a single thought

takes the balance of his mind..

then, faster — faster — the centre grows stiller, stronger;
while the mind strengthens its own emptiness,

the emptiness that is so full of surrender;

into that great space enters

what the one at the centre of all things

wills;

the blessing,
not to know that, until one knows..

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 67 - To Rumi

I'm not too proud to say

please write a new poem through me
and I promise not to claim that

I wrote it myself...

or if that’s too much to ask,

just a line somewhere, that I'll watch
as it writes itself and know

that you, not I, write it

or if that’s too much to ask,
open an old book at

a page that smells just faintly
of attar of roses, and know that
Rumi read this page too

or sitting quietly waiting for a poem,

or after a poem, and there’ll be

a slight breeze for a moment

carrying the memory of a rose

from an old Persian species

mixed with the faintest scent of wild herbs
after desert rain

or if that’s too much to ask,

just the occasional memory

that you lived, and wrote,

and a poem comes to mind

as if you're reading it first to a friend

and I'll smile and look at

the rose in the blue and white vase over there,
neither of us caring about time

while your book lies open by the window,

the breeze turning the pages gently

as if it knew which poem to choose

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 7

‘My Beloved,
what can I give you of myself,
that I have not given? ’

My Beloved said

‘O my dearest one,
in all places, at all times,
remember Me.’

‘O My Beloved,
how can I not do that? ’

In tears, I returned to My Beloved
and said

‘O my dearest one,
a week has passed, and the world
pressed hard upon me...

‘The next day, I remembered You
three times each hour;

the second day, I remembered You
but once an hour;

on the third day, I remembered You
in some hours, once; some twice;
some not at all... and so it went...

But O My Beloved,

each morning as I woke

I remembered through my tears
how I had forgotten You...”

My Beloved said

‘In the remembering of the forgetting
there was a feast of sweetest honey for Me,
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hiding like a new young bride
laughing with her bridegroom,
laughing with her eyes on Him,
in the silken tent of love.’

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 70 - Grace

Like a fine cloth for the table:

its strength, its appropriateness,
the twist and spring of its fibers,
the love and care of its making,
(and how eagerly it launders!)

all reveal themselves even while
you're unfolding it, shaking it out;

while you’re laying it with a graceful gesture

like a magician whisking away the magic cloth

to reveal a transformation... like

a bullfighter dramatically spreading before the bull
the blood-coloured illusion of a prey...

like a mother quietly prepares a meal...

like the morning or the evening mist

rolling over the edge of a mountain plateau...

like a gentle rain in Spring falling as mercy itself...

it gives up the air trapped under it as you laid it down,
like the heart's lungs surrendering to peace

with a grateful sigh;

and as you smoothe it out on the table

it murmurs love to your hand;

and as you stand back,

it shines; awaits whatever may come to it,

waits as if it had always been

just where it is now

grace

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 71 - In Praise Of Metaphor

It's not a playground where
you run around shouting
without noticing whether
there’s a listener

or a playgroup where

there’s paper, paste, scissors,
all over the place,

thoughts pasted on thoughts,
without noticing anyone else

no, it's some specific calling,
saying, see that far-off other?
we're related; see us as together,
your surprise may tell you

about that vastness -

maybe, awe, wonder, beauty,
wisdom, truth...goodness...

so treat me, metaphor,

as if god’s priest:

respectfully, sparingly, carefully;
as you would look at twins,

each sleeping, but holding hands;

love requires that

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 73 - Whose Duality?

I saw you, and became empty;
then I saw you, and became full;
then I saw you...

why should I choose
when you made both?

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 76 - Poetry

But is it an activity for
grown men and women?

A kind of stocktaking:

sit quietly, begin to feel grateful
for something, maybe your family,
your life even;

remember how your grandmother

said, count your blessings

and you at the age when

you couldn't wait to find them first

and then maybe remember them, maybe not.

The list grows; a feeling that
you should give something back.

It seems a small gift; just words
on paper. So you wrap it

more carefully than other gifts,
write the name of the recipient
carefully, watching the ink
make a thin river like a vein
along the paper.

Can you still remember
how to spell the name?

The address seems
sometimes very far away; sometimes

very close.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 77 - Fullness

When I arose from prayer this morning
and the dew had made the whole world new,

I was full of fullness;

full of observation as

an angel, as a bee; and yet
no need to observe anything,
save that which called to me;

full of rest, which rests behind
all the day’s activities;

full of alertness, as an eagle
glides on the warming morning air
and watches for what wills;

the mind as clear as morning sky
waiting for what will pass across it;

full of a goodness which awaits
to know what might be asked of it;

full of truth, which waits for a question
to be asked, the heart to move,

eager ears to listen;

full of a beauty beyond all words,
yet to be praised in words;

full of poetry, which awaits
to be spoken when the moment

calls for words.

When I arose from prayer this morning
the Lord’s mercy had made the whole world new.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 8

O My Beloved
when I first cast eyes on You,

if You had looked as I expected
I would have greeted you as an old friend

whom I had waited for,
knowing I would recognise You from afar;

but instead, you appear to me
so unexpectedly, in so many new disguises -

as a baby; in the face of a passing stranger,
as a new flower; waiting in the shade of a tree -

that, taken by surprise, I see only You
before I see all else.

This is Your greatest gift to me,
beyond all old, beyond all new,

O My Beloved.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 80 - Meditation

To the Lord, my Beloved, I said,

my Beloved: often I pray to You,

but more often, I confess,

it is to ask from You;

less often, to thank You or to praise You...

teach me, then, about meditation,
which men say to be a way

to be near You,

even beyond thanks or praise...

the Lord, my Beloved, said,

O you whom I love dearly as Myself,

whose praise and thanks are dear to Me

in ways that only I may know...

such is My nature, and is that of yours,

that only meditation may teach you meditation...

but this is all T ask of you:

that twice a day - and best,

at dawn and dusk, which are

the times I can be known to walk

in My garden of the world,

in the stillness of the morning,

in the stillness of the evening,

when My nature wakes or sleeps in peace...

that twice a day, you spend some time

saying - as if it were only once, and always once -
My name for you; your name for Me;

this will be our time of love;

this will be My test of your true love for Me:

and if at any time, your thoughts

stray away from Me, wandering in

the byways of the world -

that will not diminish My eternal love for you;
it will only mean, that you have forgotten

for the time not being, My love for you -
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but if you truly love Me, then you will return
as a straying son returns,

and if you truly love Me,

you will then, know My love’s increase..

this will be our daily time together,
you and I; that is all I ask of you;

yet if, in all the other hours of the day,

I seem to you to stay

so much the nearer to you, close to you -
then that is but the mark of My love for you,
O you whom I love dearly as Myself;

so, together, let us speak each other’s name,
as lovers always shall.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi - 9

O My Beloved

I looked for You
everywhere, and in all things;

I looked for You
in all that lives, in all that moves;

I looked for You
in bodies, minds, and hearts;

I looked for You
in beauty, goodness, truth;

You had been in all these things
but had moved on..

I could not find You in the seen;
then found You in the seeing,

O My Beloved

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi 30 - Sufi Haiku

No then, no soon, no here, no there
in this fountain
merrily splashing, enjoying itself

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi 4

In the war-torn city, O My dearest one,
I hear a voice,

louder than the gunfire,
louder than the bombs

calling to Me; itis
a man who kneels in prayer

he does not nhame his nationality,
he does not name his faith,

he does not nhame Me as his god

how clear his voice is
as he calls to me

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi 49 - The Mind

O Mind, where are you this morning?
I really need your help...

God bestowed on you His most precious gift -

He gave you the ticket to roam

the length and breadth and height of all His lovely Creation
- as much as any mind can know what'’s there

behind what’s there -

you use this ticket all the time,
but have you ever thanked Him?

When it’s time for you to come home
because you're needed there

you send a message saying,

I'm busy here - I'll be back later -

and then, what happens?

You dream up ideas of 'me' and 'mine’,
and then like a dog, bury a juicy bone
because you don't trust your Master

to feed you every day...

My body was made by God, and
fed by Him every day, but

it's always here at home; and

it would love you to be home...

My soul was made by God, and
fed by Him every day, but

it's always here at home; and
it would love you to be home...

O Mind, you were made by God and
fed by Him every day, and
given this freedom pass by Him;

why can’t you be here at home when you’re needed?

You're supposed to be my servant;
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Did I not train you properly?
loved you perhaps too much?

I have urgent errands every day for you;
when you’ve done them, I'm happy

to let you off the leash, laughing, barking,
leaping, panting, your tail wagging like mad
at the fun of being you...

Please, Mind, be a good dog..
we’ll love each other all the more...

I promise...

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi 53: Immersed In Poetry

Weary with the day,
it called to me

as if someone said, here...
I've run you a hot bath -

jump in!

I jumped in;
the waters settled round.

This is exactly what I need..
there must be truth here.

No need to read a book
and seek for truth..

This is so good, that
I do not need to ask, what is goodness..

Now I know what beauty is
without looking for it.

I felt cleansed of all
that was not myself; stepped out the bath.

As I dried myself, I knew that
I had found myself again;

sighed with pure contentment; and
laid the poem gently down.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi 57: Grace

But what is grace?

By grace we were as we were.

By grace we are as we are.

By grace we shall be as we will be.
That's grace.

But what is grace?

Grace is what it does.

Catch it as it acts; smiles; passes.

That too is grace.

Michael Shepherd
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I In The Spirit Of Rumi,52: Where?

I looked deep into my past, but
could see nothing that told me
more about God.

Only a name. Only a word.

I l