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TH E CO U RA GE TO SPILL W O RD S O N TH E PA GE IS ESSEN TIA L TO

d ev e l o p i n g  t ru st  i n  y o u r  creat i v e v o i ce. Tru st  can  b e
n u r tu red  t h ro u g h  p ro v i d i n g  a safe en v i ro n m en t  an d
offering  g en u i n e  cu r i o s i t y . Th e t en d en cy  t o  cr i t i q u e
o u rse l v es an d  ev a l u a t e  o t h ers b efo re w e ev en  b eg i n
h o l d s u s b ack  fro m  d i sco v er i n g  th e v o i ce th at  i s g reat
w i th i n  u s.

Co n t rary  t o  t h e p o p u l ar  ex am p l e o f TV sh o w s l i k e
Su rvivor, The Bachelor, an d  Fear Fact or, t h e v erb a l  fo o d
fights o f so ci a l  an d  p o l i t i ca l  p u n d i t sÑ i tÕs p o ssi b l e fo r
h u m an  b e i n g s t o  b e w i t h  o n e an o t h er  i n  a  w ay  t h a t
d o es n o t  re l y  o n  so m e p ro d u cer Õs i d ea o f w h at  co n -
st i t u t es t h e Òsu rv i v a l  o f t h e fi,est.” W e d o  n o t  h av e
to  l i v e b y  ca l cu l a t i o n , ju d g m en t  an d  co m p et i t i o n .

P o et ry  i s a fo rm  o f co m m u n i cat i o n  t h at  ch a l l en g es
u s b eca u se  i t  a sk s u s t o  l i s t e n  t o  o n e  a n o t h e r. Th i s
m ay  acco u n t  fo r  w h y  i t  i s l ess p o p u l ar  t h an  th o se TV
sh o w s! P o et ry  m ay  t ak e p at i en ce o n  th e p ar t  o f b o th
l i st en er an d  w r i t er. Bu t  t h e n atu re o f p o et ry  (an d  th e
resu l t  o f p at i en ce) i s t o  a l l o w  th e r i ch n ess an d  v ar i e t y
o f h u m a n  e x p er i e n ce t o  e m erg e .
Wildflowers em erg e u n d er  a l l  k i n d s o f co n d i t i o n s

an d  i n  ev ery  p l ace w h ere seed s t ak e ro o t : i n  an  o p en
field  i n  t h e Berk sh i res, t h ro u g h  th e co n crete o f a ci t y
b l o ck  i n  Sao  P au l o  o r  ev en  so m et i m es, t h ro u g h  g l a-
ci er  i ce i n  t h e H i m a l ay as.

Li k ew i se, y o u r  w o rd s can  Òg row” fro m  a p l ace o f
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depth much more meaningful and more
sacred than the mental agr ibusiness of
a media saturated culture generally ac-
knowledges.
This is at the heart of my work that I

call Poetic Medicine.
But itÕs necessary to explore this pos-

sibility for  yourself to discover  if what I
am saying is true.

When I use the word “sacred” I am
not suggesting that we can only wr ite
about things that keep us comfor table,
G od or  present poems approved by the
church!

What I mean is wordsÑ the words that
flow to you, through you, that are in youÑ
words that celebrate, that rage, that cry
out, that touch whatÕs true and speak that
truth, these words can grow out of lifeÕs
real gr it and a place of  mystery and
grace.

THESE DAYS

Whatever you have to say, leave
the roots on, let them
dangle

And the dirt

Just to make clear
where they come from

Ñ  Charles Olson

Even within the community of spir itu-
ally aware and socially conscious people,
there is a tendency to rely on others to
say what we also think.

A star  culture predominates in that
wor ld too. We let others do the talking.
These f ine teacher s can indeed be in-
spir ing. It is surely healthier  than popu-
lar  culture but I am not sure it is helping
us to realize how each of us matters.
In a very real sense no one else can

speak for  you. What I have found in
twenty years of working with poetry as
healer  is that each of us has something
to say, something that no one else could
possibly say. There is nothing to com-
pare to the satisfaction of speaking your
own truth.

Poetry as healer  is also about wr iting
and saying what matters to you in a way
that feels r ight. It is your  sense of what
“feels r ight” that keeps you in touch with
the place where ar t and healing meet.
What poetry allows you to do is give

Dear children, you must try to say
Something when you are in need.
DonÕt confuse hunger with greed;
and donÕt wait until you are dead.

she is calling our  attention to the value
and necessity of saying what we need,
of  naming what matters to us. Poem-
making distills those things. The poem
gets us to the point.
This way of finding language through

poem-making is very different than the
manner  words are selected and orga-
nized by the discursive/rational mind.
There is a discovery in this process that
reveals “words” as quite different than
what you were led to believe taking your
fourth grade spelling test!
I like to ask people, when you took

your  spelling test, did your  teacher  also
ask you, “What words on your  list do
you just like the sound of?” Not too many
people reply affirmatively to that ques-
tion, yet it is the sound of words we of-
ten had such fun with as children.
This process of  wr iting and using

words in a healing way may also include
creating a greater  awareness of  your
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shape to your  unique voice, to begin to
distinguish and distill within what feels
truest to your  unique exper ience.

Again and again in workshops across
the country I exper ience how people
who have not wr itten poetry are able to
wr ite from an astonishing depth when a
safe space is created.

Providing safety does not mean the
absence of  allowing r isk but for  me it
means the letting go of judgement about
your  wr iting. It also means to protect
the integr ity of the workshop space so
that each person is able to follow his or
her  own process.

Of ten, poem-making star ts because
some pain or  hunger  in our  lives com-
pels us to say somethingÑ anything. We
may have stuf fed our  voice long
enough. I believe that our  wr iting may
turn itself on (often at 2 a.m.) like an im-
mune system activates when toxins at-
tempt to over take our  body.

Poem-making may also be a con-
scious choice to live with greater  soul,
honesty and meaning, a choice r ising up
from within your  core, insisting you pay
attention. When Ruth Stone wr ites:
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life. ItÕs opening to your  unique exper i-
ence and relationship to the wor ld, your
inner  life and the ear th. ItÕs making di-
rect contact with seasons, element and
senseÑ and perhaps even more, allow-
ing them to contact and enter  you. A
child recently wrote to me “poetry is
putting objects on paper.”

Poetry as healer  is not just thinking
words onto a page but explor ing the ac-
tual place where Spir it, aliveness, Eros,
living connection, feeling and awareness
are discovered within yourself.

C an you exper ience yourself as a liv-
ing, br eathing word? And what of
“words” that br eathe in what is all
around you? What if  you could touch
and then settle into the thing a word was
made for? Where do you step “barefoot
into reality?”

A song of the rolling earth, and of words according
Were you thinking that those were the words, those upright lines?

those curves, angles and dots?
No, those are not the words, the substantial words are in

the ground and sea,
They are in the air, they are in you.

Ñ  Walt Whitman

There were those that returned to hear him read from the poem of life,
Of the pans above the stove, the pots on the table, the tulips

among them.
They were those that would have wept to step barefoot into

reality,
That would have wept and been happy, have shivered in the

frost
And cried out to feel it again. . . .

Ñ  Wallace Stevens

the natural wor ld, your  family and home,
your  work and play, your  service to oth-
ers, your  spir itual path. Anything that
holds your  attention, ignites your  pas-
sion or  suf fuses your  deepest aware-
ness is a place where your  muse calls.

What if there was a “language” within
these things you could make contact
with to give voice and shape to?
This kind of wr iting is cer tainly per -

sonal, yet it might be important for  you
to share it with a counselor , a trusted
fr iend or  within a supportive community
of others doing the same kind of work.
Listening matters. The practice of listen-
ing that makes possible speaking aloud
your  truth to others can help your  heal-
ing and creative process. Or , your  wr it-
ing could be the way you do self-care
and f ind your  balance day by day
whether  anyone is there to listen or  not.
The most essential thing is to value your
own words.  b

I am asking about those things you
love and are passionate for  which often
are the same things that cause you, as a
sensitive human being, to hur t and cry
out about as well as celebrate and sing.
This may be a significant relationship,

ÒPoetry is a form of communication
that challenges us because it asks

us to listen to one another.Ò

ÒThere is nothing to
compare to the satisfaction
of speaking your own truth.Ò

ÒWhat poetry allows you to do is
give shape to your unique voice,

to begin to distinguish and
distill within what feels truest
to your unique experience.Ó

ÒOften, poem-making starts
because some pain or hunger
in our lives compels us to say

something—anything. We
may have stuffed our voice

long enough.Ò

ÒPoem-making may also be a
conscious choice to live with greater
soul, honesty and meaning, a choice

rising up from within your core,
insisting you pay attention.Ó

ÒThis way of finding language
through poem-making is very

different than the manner words
are selected and organized by the

discursive/rational mind.Ó

ÒPoetry as healer is not just thinking words onto a
page but exploring the actual place where Spirit,
aliveness, Eros, living connection, feeling and
awareness are discovered within yourself.Ó

ÒWhat I mean is words—the words
that flow to you, through you, that are

in you—words that celebrate, that
rage, that cry out, that touch what’s

true and speak that truth, these words
can grow out of life’s real grit and a

place of mystery and grace.Ó

John Fox on POETRY AS HEALER


