Lectio Divina 

“Read a poem to yourself in the middle of the night.  Turn on a single lamp and read it while you’re alone in an otherwise dark room or while someone else sleeps next to you.  Read it when you’re wide awake in the early morning, fully alert.   Say it over to yourself in a place where silence reigns and the din of the culture—the constant buzzing noise that surrounds us-- has momentarily stopped. 
This poem has come from a great distance to find you.”

--Edward Hirsch, “How to Read a Poem”

As the poet Edward Hirsch describes in this brief excerpt from his essay by the same title, the act of reading poetry is a sacred act, an ancient tradition; the poem literally “has come from a great distance to find you.”  

Another poet and teacher, Mary Rose O’Reilley, tells how the monks would practice lectio divina, reading the scripture as though “feasting on the word.” This means to read the text line by line, first “taking a bite (Lectio), then chewing on it (Meditatio). Next is the opportunity to savor the essence of it (Oratio). Finally, the Word is digested and made a part of the body (Contemplatio).” The method she describes does not have to be reserved for the religious; it can be a purely secular activity and can be very helpful in our goal of understanding poetry at both the level of the head and the heart.  Here is the process of lectio divina:  
First, “center yourself in body, mind, and purpose.” This could mean simply finding a quiet place to read the poem where “silence reigns…and the din of the culture has momentarily stopped,” as Hirsch advises.   

Second, read the passage or poem slowly, several times, while simply noticing what is happening in each line. Reading aloud helps you slow down and pause at any phrase, image, or word that resonates for you. Noticing means you don’t judge or interpret or analyze—you simply notice. This is “taking the bite.”

Third, consider what speaks to you in this piece? What images resonate? Why?  What emotion is evoked?  Does it shift throughout the poem? 

Finally, enter into a dialogue with this passage or poem, allowing your own memories, images, or words to come forth in response. Don’t censor your thoughts or ideas, just write freely as if you were in a conversation with the poet. It might be helpful to write down any questions that are still unanswered for you.  Bring these to class—and we’ll explore through them together. 

Then write two paragraphs:  1) a summary of what they think the poem is saying and 2) your personal response. I hope this allows you to respond with both your “head and heart,” as Robert Bly described in the video we watched the first week. 

Notes:  When we meet together in class, we’ll work in small groups discussing the poem so students can share your response and questions with each other before discussing it as a class.   My goal is for my students to fall in love with poetry, to view it as a contemplative activity they can participate in either as reader or writer.  My hope is that they feel more comfortable bringing both their intellect and emotions into the classroom.  

I’ve used a variety of poems over the years, but can recommend several that work well:   Elizabeth Bishop’s “The Fish”  Maya Angelous’s “A River, A Rock, a Tree” and Mary Oliver’s “The Journey,” “Wild Geese,” and  “The Summer Day.” All employ vivid imagery in service of a clear message that students can relate to.   There are, of course, many poems that would work well for this.   Please see the Bibliography for more poets/titles.  

