
There was a moment at President Biden’s 
inauguration Wednesday when Senator Roy 
Blunt, garbed in black, stepped back from 
the podium after introducing the next 
speaker. The camera panned out to the blue 
and red-flanked rug, Vice President Harris’s 
stunning purple and someone’s splash of 
pink scarf and then—yellow. Yellow, exact-
ly what we needed. Amanda Gorman’s 
favorite color, in the form of a winter coat. 
There is a reason the author of Revelation 
envisioned a heaven soaked in gold. 

Then this young woman, dressed bright as a 
canary, stepped up to the microphone, teeth 
to the world, gold in her hair and hanging 
from her ears, and asked a question so 
familiar: “When day comes we ask our-
selves, where can we find light in this 
never-ending shade?” And there went her 
hands, lifting the question up before settling 
it back down with her fingers. 

"Where can we find light in this never-end-
ing shade?" 

As she went on, Ms. Gorman’s words 
brought something good and true to life, let-
ting us release the breath we’ve been hold-
ing while “we’ve braved the belly of the 
beast.” She reads these words and I’m fol-
lowing her and letting the tension break 
because of the alliteration. I need that allit-
eration. I need it to pull the bravery she sees 
through the belly of a national future that so 
often still feels like a beast. 

 

Named the first ever national youth poet 
laureate in 2017, Gorman, who is also a 
member of St. Brigid’s Catholic Church in 
Los Angeles, was the sixth poet to recite for 
the nation at a presidential inauguration. 
She delivered a performance that made us 
believe in the beauty of our future, precisely 
because of the poem’s own beauty. Her 
work speaks of God—even shines a light on 
God—simply because it is beautiful. 

Robert Frost was the first poet to read at a 
presidential inauguration. He had written 
“Dedication” for John F. Kennedy but 
couldn’t read in the sunlight’s glare so he 
pulled another from his memory: 
“Something we were withholding made us 
weak/ Until we found out that it was our-
selves.” 

She delivered a performance that made us 
believe in the beauty of our future. 

President Clinton brought the inaugural 
poem back in 1993 with Maya Angelou’s 
On the Pulse of the Morning. (Several of 
our editors were on the national mall that 
day.) A Rock, A River, A Tree, it started, a 
reminder of our common ancestry. It asked 
all to sit down at the foot of our origins and 
birth again the dream that will reveal our 
true face. 

In 1997, Miller Williams intoned for Bill 
Clinton: “We have memorized America... 
But where are we going to be, and why, and 
who? The disenfranchised dead want to 
know.” Come 2009, Elizabeth Alexander 
stood before Barack Obama and asked,  
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...Through Its Beauty

“What if the mightiest word is love?” The inaugural poet in 
2013 was Richard Blanco, whose family had fled Cuba for 
Madrid when he was seven months old and eventually ended up 
in Miami. He recited, “We head home,” where under a single 
sky we “hope—a/ new constellation/ waiting for us to map it,/ 
waiting for us to name it—together.” 

 

 

 

 

 

It will not do to tell me in a speech that “we’ve gone through 
hard times.” To declaim, “We’ve suffered and we’ve prevailed, 
still.” No, I need poetry. I need someone like the latest inaugural 
poet to make that chamber of darkness echo. To remind us that 
we are not “striving to form a union that is perfect” but “striving 
to forge a union with purpose.” 

Now listen…. Did I hear that correctly? “Somehow we’ve 
weathered and witnessed/ a nation that isn’t broken/ but simply 
unfinished.” 

Are you sure, Amanda, that we are not broken? I feel—we 
feel—so broken! But then, she may be right. We are always 
unfinished because that is what it is to be human—to live 
between what is and what is to come, offered here in the shape 
of a rhyme. 

It will not do to tell me in a speech that “we’ve gone through 
hard times.”Ms. Gorman brought her hand to her chest, promis-
ing “and yet the dawn is ours.” Does that also mean the dawn 
comes and breaks in our chests?—and here I am, believing her. 
I cannot help but believe; through this beauty, the Lord helps my 
unbelief. 

We will not be turned around 
or interrupted by intimidation 

because we know our inaction and inertia 
will be the inheritance of the next generation 

Our blunders become their burdens 
But one thing is certain: 

If we merge mercy with might, 
and might with right, 

then love becomes our legacy 
and change our children’s birthright 

The poet recites. The poet rhymes. The poet swirls her wrist 
against the “turn around,” rolls one hand over the other like a 
cycle of inheritance and blunder, lifts a single finger to denote 
the one thing that is certain. In a single in-and-out of the breath, 
Amanda Gorman gives us the ability to weave love into eternity, 
the past we leave behind and the future we offer. 

And here I am, believing her. Through this beauty, the Lord 
helps my unbelief. 

Beauty is not merely a bonus feature of creation or life or God. 
Beauty reveals something of what creation and life and God 
fundamentally are. We are part of a mystery, the Holy Mystery 
of Love that Leo O’Donovan, S.J. also petitioned in his inaugu-
ral invocation. We believe in something we cannot at the 
moment see or touch or logic our way through. We just know it 
to be true, and we know it to be good, because first it is beauti-
ful. 

“Only that which has form can snatch one up into a state of rap-
ture,” wrote the theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar. “Only 
through form can the lightning-bolt of eternal beauty flash. 
Without form, in any event, a person will not be captivated and 
transported. To be transported, moreover, belongs to the very 
origin of Christianity. The Apostles were transported by what 
they saw, heard, and touched.” 
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THE HILL WE CLIMB 

by AMANDA GORMAN.  

When day comes we ask ourselves 
Where can we find light in this never-ending shade? 

The loss we carry, 
A sea we must wade. 

We braved the belly of the beast; 
We’ve learned that quiet isn’t always peace. 
And the norms and notions of what just is 

Isn’t always justice. 
And yet the dawn is ours before we knew it. 

Somehow we do it; 
Somehow we’ve weathered and witnessed 

A nation that isn’t broken but simply unfinished. 
We, the successors of a country and a time 

Where a skinny black girl descended from slaves 
And raised by a single mother can dream of becoming president, 

Only to find herself reciting for one. 
And yes we are far from polished, far from pristine, 

But that doesn’t mean we aren’t striving to form a union that is perfect. 
We are striving to forge a union with purpose, 

To compose a country committed to all cultures, colors, characters and conditions of man. 
And so we lift our gaze not to what stands between us, 

But what stands before us. 
We close the divide, because we know to put our future first, 

We must first put our differences aside. 
We lay down our arms 

So we can reach out our arms to one another. 
We seek harm to none and harmony for all. 

Let the globe, if nothing else, say this is true: 
That even as we grieved, we grew, 
That even as we hurt, we hoped, 
That even as we tired, we tried, 

That we’ll forever be tied together, victorious- 
Not because we will never again know defeat 
But because we will never again sow division. 

Scripture tells us to envision 
That everyone shall sit under their own vine and fig tree, 

And no one shall make them afraid. 
If we’re to live up to our own time, 

then victory won’t lie in the blade but in all the bridges we’ve made. 
That is the promised glade, 

The hill we climb if only we dare it. 
Because being American is more than a pride we inherit, 

It’s the past we step into and how we repair it. 
We’ve seen a force that would shatter our nation rather than share it, 
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Would destroy our country if it meant delaying democracy. 
And this effort very nearly succeeded, 

But while democracy can be periodically delayed 
It can never be permanently defeated. 

In this truth, in this faith we trust, 
For while we have our eyes on the future, history has its eyes on us. 

This is the era of just redemption. 
We feared at its inception. 

We did not feel prepared to be the heirs of such a terrifying hour, 
But within it we found the power 

To author a new chapter, 
To offer hope and laughter, 

To ourselves sow. While once we asked: 
How could we possibly prevail over catastrophe? 

Now we assert: How could catastrophe possibly prevail over us? 
We will not march back to what was, 

But move to what shall be, 
A country that is bruised but whole, 

Benevolent but bold, 
Fierce and free. 

We will not be turned around or interrupted by intimidation 
Because we know our inaction and inertia will be the inheritance of the next generation. 

Our blunders become their burdens 
But one thing is certain: 

If we merge mercy with might and might with right, 
Then love becomes our legacy 

And change our children’s birthright. 
So let us leave behind a country better than the one we were left. 

With every breath of my bronze pounded chest, 
We will raise this wounded world into a wondrous one. 

We will rise from the golden hills of the West. 
We will rise from the windswept Northeast where our forefathers first realized revolution. 

We will rise from the lakeland cities of the Midwestern states. 
We will rise from the sunbaked South. 
We will rebuild, reconcile and recover 

In every known nook of our nation, 
In every corner called our country, 
Our people, diverse and beautiful, 
Will emerge battered and beautiful. 

When day comes we step out of the shade, 
Aflame and unafraid. 

The new dawn blooms as we free it. 
For there is always light if only we’re brave enough to see it, 

If only we’re brave enough to be it. 


