


        Poem to Be Read at 3 A.M. 
             Donald Justice 

 

Excepting the diner 

On the outskirts 

The town of Ladora 

At 3 A.M. 

Was dark but 

For my headlights 

And up in 

One second-story room 

A single light 

Where someone 

Was sick or 

Perhaps reading 

As I drove past 

At seventy 

Not thinking 

This poem 

Is for whoever 

Had the light on      

            from Night Light, Wesleyan University Press, 1967 



 

Advent • Christmas • Epiphany 2020—2021 

Dear people of Ascension, 

     Unusual times call for unusual communications, or so I thought 
as I contemplated the usual holiday letter from the Rector, separate-
ly sent in this mailing.  

     Having learned that poetry can be both a balm and a valuable 
commentary in times of trial and uncertainty, I’ve felt nudged to 
share several poems with you in these pages. (Give thanks—initially I 
thought to order many copies of a collection with over 300 poems.) 

     I’m no poetry scholar and, in fact, often find it hard to stay with 
and grasp long poems that are considered classics. Poems included 
here are all contemporary, relatively short, and suggest (to me) some           
connection to traditional spiritual themes of the season.   

     Also included — for reference, use and renewal — are the O          
Antiphons, a brief explanation of which is included below for those 
unfamiliar or needing a reminder.  

     By these poems and Antiphons, and by the goodwill, fellowship 
and faith that we share, and by God’s grace and mercy, may we be 
aided in receiving and recognizing our blessings at this time. 

 
The Rev. Patrick Raymond, Rector 

The O Antiphons – composed in the sixth or seventh century –         

are best known as the inspiration for the Advent hymn “O Come,              
O Come Emmanuel.” They have long been used from December 17-23,      
as an additional Advent devotion, Antiphons for the Magnificat sung or     
recited during Evening Prayer (in Roman Catholic practice, Vespers).   
Each Antiphon invokes the coming of the Messiah, beginning with a    
biblical title and closing with a specific petition. In the traditional ar-         
rangement, when viewed from Christmas Eve backward, the first letters           
of the Latin texts Emmanuel, Rex, Oriens, Clavis, Radix, Adoni,                  
Sapientia) spell out the phrase ero cras — “I come tomorrow.” 



O Sapientia - December 17 

O Sapientia, quae ex ore Altissimi prodisti, 
attingens a fine usque ad finem fortiter, suaviter      
disponensque omnia: veni ad docendum nos                  
viam prudentiae. 
 
O Wisdom, O holy Word of God,               
you govern all creation with your strong        
yet tender care: Come and show your                
people the way to salvation. 
 

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior;  

    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant. 

From this day all generations will call me blessed:  

    the Almighty has done great things for me, 

    and holy is his Name. 

He has mercy on those who fear him  

    in every generation. 

He has shown the strength of his arm,  

    he has scattered the proud in their conceit. 

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,  

    and has lifted up the lowly. 

He has filled the hungry with good things,  

    and the rich he has sent away empty. 

He has come to the help of his servant Israel,  

    for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 

The promise he made to our fathers,  

    to Abraham and his children for ever. 

 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit:  

    as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.  



Today they are cutting down 
the old maple in the backyard, 
 

a crew of three men, one 
on a machine with long neck 
 

that raises him into high branches; 
one who has dismantled a part 
 

of the fence that hugs the tree; 
one wearing spikes, his chain saw 
 

and other tools hooked to his belt; 
high up, cutting thick branches 
 

among dense leaves, working back 
towards the scarred and damaged trunk. 
 

The old maple has blushed faint 
green in spring, glowed gold in fall, 
 

spun lace in winter, runway and airport 
for squirrels, birds—an owl one year— 
 

a pair of woodpeckers who nested, 
laid eggs: a starling killed the chicks. 
 

But it's older than we are old 
and might come crashing down. 
 

It's being dismantled, the way 
age dismantles, higher branches 
 

cut first, then pruned back 
until we can see from the sliced 
 

raw trunk—twelve feet around— 
an account of age. At dinner time, 
 

three squirrels, tentative, peer 
over the fresh stump, 
 

perplexed that their whole world 
has vanished.  

 

Tree 
Liane Ellison Norman 

 
 
 
 

from Breathing the West: 
Great Basin Poems, 

Bottom Dog Press, 2012  



O Adonai - December 18 

O Adonai, et dux domus Israel, 
qui Moyse in igne flammae rubi apparuisti, 
et ei in Sina legem dedisti: 
veni ad redimendum nos in brachio extento. 
 

O Sacred Lord of ancient Israel, who  
showed yourself to Moses in the burning 
bush, who gave him the holy law on Sinai 
mountain: Come, stretch out your mighty 
hand to set us free. 

 
My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior;  

    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant. 

From this day all generations will call me blessed:  

    the Almighty has done great things for me, 

    and holy is his Name. 

He has mercy on those who fear him  

    in every generation. 

He has shown the strength of his arm,  

    he has scattered the proud in their conceit. 

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,  

    and has lifted up the lowly. 

He has filled the hungry with good things,  

    and the rich he has sent away empty. 

He has come to the help of his servant Israel,  

    for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 

The promise he made to our fathers,  

    to Abraham and his children for ever. 

 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit:  

    as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.  



                  The Minor Prophets 
                                         Michael Lind 

     None of the minor prophets 

knew that he was minor, of course. Habakkuk, I imagine, 

     thought that his visions earned him 

standing as Ezekiel's peer, if not indeed Elijah's. 

     Then there was Obadiah, 

who could be forgiven if he thought he might be a Moses. 

     How they would be remembered 

Providence concealed from them all, though they could  

          see the future. 

 

     Maybe it doesn't matter. 

If you're on a mission from God, sent to rebuke a city 

     or to redeem a nation, 

where by canon-makers you're ranked may be inconsequential. 

     Nor is the voice within you 

any less authentic for not having a distant echo. 

     Seers of the world, be heartened. 

Even minor prophets can have genuine revelations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

from Parallel Lives, Etruscan Press, 2008 



O Radix Jesse - December 19 

O Radix Jesse, qui stas in signum populorum, 
super quem continebunt reges os suum, 
quem gentes deprecabuntur: 
veni ad liberandum nos, jam noli tardare. 
 

O Flower of Jesse’s stem, you have been raised 
up as a sign for all peoples; kings stand silent in                       
your presence; the nations bow down in wor-
ship before you. Come, let nothing keep you 
from coming to our aid. 
 

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior;  

    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant. 

From this day all generations will call me blessed:  

    the Almighty has done great things for me, 

    and holy is his Name. 

He has mercy on those who fear him  

    in every generation. 

He has shown the strength of his arm,  

    he has scattered the proud in their conceit. 

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,  

    and has lifted up the lowly. 

He has filled the hungry with good things,  

    and the rich he has sent away empty. 

He has come to the help of his servant Israel,  

    for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 

The promise he made to our fathers,  

    to Abraham and his children for ever. 

 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit:  

    as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.  



   Remembering that it happened once 
                                    Wendell Berry 

Remembering that it happened once,  
We cannot turn away the thought,  
As we go out, cold, to our barns  
Toward the long night’s end, that we  
Ourselves are living in the world  
It happened in when it first happened,  
That we ourselves, opening a stall  
(A latch thrown open countless times  
Before), might find them breathing there,  
Foreknown: the Child bedded in straw,  
The mother kneeling over Him,  
The husband standing in belief  
He scarcely can believe, in light  
That lights them from no source we see,  
An April morning’s light, the air  
Around them joyful as a choir.  
We stand with one hand on the door,  
Looking into another world  
That is this world, the pale daylight  
Coming just as before, our chores  
To do, the cattle all awake,  
Our own white frozen breath hanging  
In front of us; and we are here  
As we have never been before,  
Sighted as not before, our place  
Holy, although we knew it not.  

 

from A Timbered Choir: The Sabbath Poems 1979-1997, Counterpoint, 1999 



O Clavis David - December 20 

O Clavis David, et sceptrum domus Israel, 
qui aperis, et nemo claudit; claudis, et nemo aperuit: 
veni, et educ vinctum de domo carceris, 
sedentem in tenebris, et umbra mortis. 
 

O Key of David, O royal Power of Israel, 
controlling at your will the gate of heaven: 
Come, break down the prison walls of death for 
those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of 
death; and lead your captive people into freedom. 
 

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior;  

    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant. 

From this day all generations will call me blessed:  

    the Almighty has done great things for me, 

    and holy is his Name. 

He has mercy on those who fear him  

    in every generation. 

He has shown the strength of his arm,  

    he has scattered the proud in their conceit. 

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,  

    and has lifted up the lowly. 

He has filled the hungry with good things,  

    and the rich he has sent away empty. 

He has come to the help of his servant Israel,  

    for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 

The promise he made to our fathers,  

    to Abraham and his children for ever. 

 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit:  

    as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.  



       Watching Sandhill Cranes 
                          William Stafford 

 

Spirits among us have departed—friends, 

relatives, neighbors: we can’t find them. 

If we search and call, the sky merely waits. 

Then some day here come the cranes 

planing in from cloud or mist—sharp, 

lonely spears, awkwardly graceful. 

They reach for the land; they stalk 

the ploughed fields, not letting us near, 

not quite our own, not quite the world’s. 

People go by and pull over to watch. They 

peer and point and wonder. It is because 

these travelers, these far wanderers, 

plane down and yearn in a reaching 

flight. They extend our life, 

piercing through space to reappear 

quietly, undeniably, where we are. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

from Even in the Quiet Places, Confluence Press, 1996 



O Oriens - December 21 

O Oriens, splendor lucis                                   
aeternae, et sol justitiae: 
veni, et illumina sedentes in                                     
tenebris, et umbra mortis. 
 
O Radiant Dawn, splendor of                           
eternal light, sun of justice: 
Come, shine on those who dwell in                    
darkness and the shadow of death. 
 

 
My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior;  

    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant. 

From this day all generations will call me blessed:  

    the Almighty has done great things for me, 

    and holy is his Name. 

He has mercy on those who fear him  

    in every generation. 

He has shown the strength of his arm,  

    he has scattered the proud in their conceit. 

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,  

    and has lifted up the lowly. 

He has filled the hungry with good things,  

    and the rich he has sent away empty. 

He has come to the help of his servant Israel,  

    for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 

The promise he made to our fathers,  

    to Abraham and his children for ever. 

 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit:  

    as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.  



            The Other 
                     R S Thomas 

 

There are nights that are so still 

that I can hear the small owl 

calling 

far off and a fox barking 

miles away. It is then that I lie 

in the lean hours awake listening 

to the swell born somewhere in 

the Atlantic 

rising and falling, rising and 

falling 

wave on wave on the long shore 

by the village that is without 

light 

and companionless. And the 

thought comes 

of that other being who is 

awake, too, 

letting our prayers break on him, 

not like this for a few hours, 

but for days, years, for eternity.  

 

 

 

 

from The Echoes Return Slow, Macmillan, 1988 



O Rex Gentium - December 22 

O Rex Gentium, et desideratus earum, 
lapisque angularis, qui facis utraque unum: 
veni, et salva hominem, quem de limo formasti. 

O King of all the nations, the only joy of      
every human heart; O Keystone of the mighty 
arch of man: Come and save the creature you 
fashioned from the dust. 
 
 

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior;  

    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant. 

From this day all generations will call me blessed:  

    the Almighty has done great things for me, 

    and holy is his Name. 

He has mercy on those who fear him  

    in every generation. 

He has shown the strength of his arm,  

    he has scattered the proud in their conceit. 

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,  

    and has lifted up the lowly. 

He has filled the hungry with good things,  

    and the rich he has sent away empty. 

He has come to the help of his servant Israel,  

    for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 

The promise he made to our fathers,  

    to Abraham and his children for ever. 

 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit:  

    as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.  



                   Utopia 
                    Wistawa Szymborska 

Island where all becomes clear. 

Solid ground beneath your feet. 

The only roads are those that offer access. 

Bushes bend beneath the weight of proofs. 

The Tree of Valid Supposition grows here 
with branches disentangled since time immemorial. 

The Tree of Understanding, dazzlingly straight and simple, 
sprouts by the spring called Now I Get It. 

The thicker the woods, the vaster the vista: 
the Valley of Obviously. 

If any doubts arise, the wind dispels them instantly. 

Echoes stir unsummoned 
and eagerly explain all the secrets of the worlds. 

On the right a cave where Meaning lies. 

On the left the Lake of Deep Conviction. 
Truth breaks from the bottom and bobs to the surface. 

Unshakable Confidence towers over the valley. 
Its peak offers an excellent view of the Essence of Things. 

For all its charms, the island is uninhabited, 
and the faint footprints scattered on its beaches 
turn without exception to the sea. 

As if all you can do here is leave 
and plunge, never to return, into the depths. 

Into unfathomable life. 

 
 

from A large number, 1976, translated by S. Baranczak & C. Cavanagh  



O Emmanuel - December 23 

O Emmanuel, Rex et legifer noster, 
expectratio gentium, et Salvator earum: 
veni ad salvandum nos, 
Domines, Deus noster. 
 
O Emmanuel, king and lawgiver, 
desire of the nations, Savior of all people: 
Come and set us free, Lord our God. 
 
 

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord, 

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior;  

    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant. 

From this day all generations will call me blessed:  

    the Almighty has done great things for me, 

    and holy is his Name. 

He has mercy on those who fear him  

    in every generation. 

He has shown the strength of his arm,  

    he has scattered the proud in their conceit. 

He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,  

    and has lifted up the lowly. 

He has filled the hungry with good things,  

    and the rich he has sent away empty. 

He has come to the help of his servant Israel,  

    for he has remembered his promise of mercy, 

The promise he made to our fathers,  

    to Abraham and his children for ever. 

 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit:  

    as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.  



    Into the Darkest Hour 
                Madeleine L’Engle 

 

It was a time like this, 

war & tumult of war, 

a horror in the air. 

Hungry yawned the abyss – 

and yet there came the star 

and the child most wonderfully there. 

 

It was a time like this 

of fear & lust for power, 

license & greed and blight – 

and yet the Prince of bliss came into the darkest hour 

in quiet & silent light. 

 

And in a time like this 

how celebrate his birth 

when all things fall apart? 

Ah! Wonderful it is 

with no room on the earth 

the stable is our heart.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

from WinterSong: Christmas Readings by Madeleine L'Engle and Luci 
Shaw, Harold Shaw Publishers, 1996 



  Housekeeper  
    Elizabeth Rooney 

 

This is my little town, 
My Bethlehem, 
And here, if anywhere, 
My Christ Child 
Will be born. 

I must begin 

To go about my day – 

Sweep out the inn, 

Get fresh hay for the manger 

And be sure 

To leave my heart ajar 

In case there may be travelers 

From afar. 

 

Christmas Light 
            May Sarton 

When everyone had gone 
I sat in the library 
With the small silent tree, 
She and I alone. 
How softly she shone! 
 

And for the first time then 
For the first time this year, 
I felt reborn again, 
I knew love's presence near. 
 

Love distant, love detached 
And strangely without weight, 
Was with me in the night 
When everyone had gone 
And the garland of pure light 
Stayed on, stayed on.  

Two Christmas-

themed poems and a 

perennial favorite   

for Epiphany. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Journey of the Magi 
by T.S. Eliot 

 

‘A cold coming we had of it, 
Just the worst time of the year 
For a journey, and such a long journey: 
The ways deep and the weather sharp, 
The very dead of winter.’ 
And the camels galled, sorefooted, refractory, 
Lying down in the melting snow. 
There were times we regretted 
The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 
And the silken girls bringing sherbet. 
Then the camel men cursing and grumbling 
and running away, and wanting their liquor and women, 
And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 
And the villages dirty and charging high prices: 
A hard time we had of it. 
At the end we preferred to travel all night, 
Sleeping in snatches, 
With the voices singing in our ears, saying 
That this was all folly. 
       Continued ... 



Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley, 
Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation; 
With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness, 
And three trees on the low sky, 
And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow. 
Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel, 
Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver, 
And feet kicking the empty wine-skins. 
But there was no information, and so we continued 
And arriving at evening, not a moment too soon 
Finding the place; it was (you might say) satisfactory. 
 

All this was a long time ago, I remember, 
And I would do it again, but set down 
This set down 
This: were we led all that way for 
Birth or Death? There was a Birth, certainly 
We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death, 
But had thought they were different; this Birth was 
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death. 
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, 
With an alien people clutching their gods. 
I should be glad of another death.  


