
Prayer     -- Carol Ann Duffy   
 
 Some days, although we cannot pray, a prayer 
 utters itself. So, a woman will lift 
 her head from the sieve of her hands and stare 
 at the minims sung by a tree, a sudden gift. 
 
 Some nights, although we are faithless, the truth 
 enters our hearts, that small familiar pain; 
 then a man will stand stock-still, hearing his youth 
 in the distant Latin chanting of a train. 
 
 Pray for us now. Grade 1 piano scales 
 console the lodger looking out across 
 a Midlands town. Then dusk, and someone calls 
 a child's name as though they named their loss. 
 
 Darkness outside. Inside, the radio's prayer - 
 Rockall. Malin. Dogger. Finisterre.1 
 
 
Prayer        -- George Herbert      
 
Prayer the Churches banquet, Angels age,  
        Gods breath in man returning to his birth,  
        The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage,  
The Christian plummet sounding heav’n and earth;  
 
Engine against th’ Almightie, sinner's towre,  
        Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear,  
        The six daies world transposing in an houre,  
A kinde of tune, which all things heare and fear;  
 
Softnesse, and peace, and joy, and love, and blisse,  
        Exalted Manna, gladnesse of the best,  
        Heaven in ordinarie, man well drest,  
The milkie way, the bird of Paradise,  
 
        Church-bels beyond the starres heard, the souls bloud,  
        The land of spices, something understood.  
 
 

                                                
1  These are names of four of the sea areas around Great Britain that are the subject of 
regular radio broadcasts for the benefit of vessels.  The broadcasts are held in affectionate 
regard by the British public for their incantatory effect,   



 
Christmas Tree  
 
          To be 
     Brought down at last 
From the cold sighing mountain 
Where I and the others 
Had been fed, looked after, kept still, 
Meant, I knew--of course I knew-- 
That it would be only a matter of weeks, 
That there was nothing more to do. 
Warmly they took me in, made much of me, 
The point from the start was to keep  my spirits up. 
I could assent to that. For honestly, 
It did help to be wound in jewels, to send 
Their colors flashing forth from vents in the deep 
Fragrant sable that cloaked me head to foot. 
Over me then they wove a spell of shining-- 
Purple and silver chains, eavesdripping tinsel, 
Amulets, milagros: software of silver, 
A heart, a little girl, a Model T, 
Two staring eyes. The angels, trumpets, BUD and BEA 
(The children's names) in clownlike capitals, 
Somewhere a music box whose tiny song 
Played and replayed I ended before long 
By loving. And in shadow behind me, a primitive IV 
To keep the show going. Yes, yes, what lay ahead 
Was clear: the stripping, the cold street, my chemicals 
Plowed back into Earth for lives to come-- 
No doubt a blessing, a harvest, but one that doesn't bear, 
Now or ever, dwelling upon. To have grown so thin. 
Needles and bone. The little boy's hands meeting  
About my spine. The mother's voice: Holding up wonderfully! 
No dread. No bitterness. The end beginning. Today's 
    Dusk room aglow 
    For the last time 
    With candlelight. 
    Faces love lit, 
    Gifts underfoot. 
Still to be so poised, so 
Receptive. Still to recall, to praise. 
 

 James Merrill 
 
 
 



 


