
The test for becoming a UU minister is long and arduous. 
Through time, the denomination has developed a reasonably 
responsible process for admittance into the ministry that in-
cludes education, hands-on training and opportunities to 
demonstrate competence in history, theology, counseling, 

facilitation, team building—all that minister stuff. It’s a difficult process with a lot of 
hoop-jumping. And I’m not saying that the process is overly convoluted or needs par-
ing down. But recently I thought of a way to greatly simplify the requirements. A 
sure-fire way to tell if our would-be ministers really have what it takes to cut the  
mustard in diverse religious communities like ours. 

My idea is this: put all of our aspiring ministers in one room. Give them each a desk 
with a single sheet of paper turned face down. Hand them a pencil, tell them this is 
the only test they will be given to enter UU ministry. Then tell them they have as 
much time as they need. Ring a bell, have them turn over their papers and begin writ-
ing. And then watch their reaction as they read the lone test question at the top of the 
page: two words, in bold type: “Explain Easter.” And then, in italicized parentheses 
underneath (…so that your UU congregation will understand). 

From there on, it is simply a matter of weeding out those applicants who run scream-
ing from the room. Anyone who can condense centuries of religious writing, church 
and cultural tradition, contradictory interpretations—they’re in. 

I’m not being serious, of course. And, I suppose, it is a good thing I’m not. For surely 
I would have failed that test. And I would not have been alone. I know that I, along 
with many of my colleagues, have sometimes managed to pass such a test only on 
technicalities and by skillful equivocation. 

Perhaps you too have paid close attention to the 
interesting rituals of this holiday. And you, too, 
have found them confusing. Perhaps you too 
have wondered at the mixed messages that come 
when dressing up little boys and girls in fancy 
clothes to look for eggs hidden in bushes. Won-
dered about the juxtaposition of singing Hallelu-
jah and Gloria to commemorate the brutal trials of a man condemned to death. Per-
haps you too have heard stories about the fertility of eggs and the finality of an empty 
tomb. Wondered about the difference between re-creation and resurrection. Perhaps 
wondered why none of us have ever seen—in the same place, at the same time—the 
figures of Jesus and the Easter Bunny. 

The many forces which have carried the Easter message over the years have laid 
down so many separate sets of tracks that it feels like we are asked to follow a whole 
den of foxes, purposely walking in circles to throw us off the track. It is hard to imag-
ine that all of these diverse and eclectic explanations are trying to relate to the same 
holiday. 

Sometimes I, too, continue to struggle with the Easter Exam. Should I say it is a holi-
day which saves us from our sins or that promises fertility? Or both? I think we do 
need to answer these questions for our times and wrestle the right to answer away 
from two of the best marketing agencies the world has ever known: the Hallmark  
industry and organized religion. 

The Easter Exam 
BY GREG WARD, MINISTER, UNITARIAN  UNIVERSALIST CHURCH  
OF THE MONTEREY PENINSULA, CALIFORNIA 

Explain Easter 
(…so that your UU 
congregation will  
understand). 

 
We never know how 

high we are 
Till we are asked  

to rise   
—Emily Dickinson 
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I was struck dumb the other day when I 
came across a couple of articles written 
in The Village Voice. One was entitled 
“Bunny Busters” and was about the 
Easter Bunny getting hand-cuffed and 
arrested by New York City cops. More 
specifically, it was about Amy Hamil-
ton-Thibert, mother from Queens, who 
came to protest the sale of Easter bas-
kets at the “Big K” Kmart. “Why?” 
you might ask. Thibert was arrested for 
standing in front of a display of Easter 
baskets while holding up a sign that 
read, “Someone’s in my Easter bas-
ket—and it’s G.I. Joe!” It turns out that 
the traditional chocolate bunny in said 
basket had been replaced by toys in-
cluding plastic soldiers armed with 
machine guns, rifles, grenades, and 
knives. Thibert was also caught red-
handed distributing plastic eggs to chil-
dren with a printed explanation of her 
protest inside reading, “Don't you think 
it’s strange to have guns and soldiers in 
an Easter Basket?” 

The follow-up article, entitled, “Full 
Metal Bonnet,” reported that retailers 
went on the defensive, saying, in the 
words of Kmart spokesperson Abigail 
Jacobs: “It’s, in my opinion, a harmless 
toy included in an Easter basket.” 

But that was not the opinion of Episco-
palian bishop George Packard who 
oversees the spiritual care for the 
armed forces. Nor was it the opinion of 
many other military or religious lead-
ers. As Packard was quoted as saying, 
“Easter baskets have been deteriorating 
for a long time, but they've really gone 
over the edge…. I am so confounded 
by this bad taste.” 

One of the things so hard for Unitarian 
Universalists to understand is why vio-
lence has been incessantly and insis-
tently inserted throughout our history 
into the big basket called “Easter.” The 
belief is still prevalent that atonement 
with God is only possible for those 
who believe that Jesus died for us, that 
his crucifixion and suffering were nec-
essary and ordained, and that he suf-
fered compliantly. And further, that his 

life is a testament that our own willing-
ness to accept suffering makes us  
virtuous like him.  

Unitarian Universalists have stood 
against this bad theology for centuries 
because it hurts people and because it 
condones violence as a means of God’s 
love. If we are to take ourselves seri-
ously as religious reformers, as people 
who stand up to religion when it be-
comes a coercive and divisive force, 
we need to be able to offer a better 
understanding of Easter. We need to be 
able to explain Easter in terms of love. 
We need to pass the Easter Exam of 
our times. 

So here it is, this is your Easter Exam. 
Ready? Pencils up. Here’s your ques-
tion: While waiting in the hospital for a 
friend to return from tests, you see an 
elderly man waiting in the corridor 
alone. He is crying. You go to him. 
You introduce yourself, sit, and listen 
to his story. He tells you he has AIDS. 
He tells you his tale, which is about 
betrayal, judgment, abandonment, re-
jection, isolation, loneliness, fear and 
despair. He finishes and looks down 
and begins to cry again. You reach for 
a tissue and hand it to him. You let him 
cry for a few minutes and put your 
hand on his shoulder. After a while he 
stops. Then, he raises his head, looks 
into your face and asks you in a soft 
voice, “Does God love me?” 

What do you say? This is your Easter 
Exam. If Unitarian Universalism states 
that all life has inherent worth, how do 
you respond? If we believe that atone-
ment is found by love rather than vio-
lence, what is your answer? If we be-
lieve that God—or the power of love—
is real in this world and comes without 
ransom, that Easter is more than eggs 
in a basket but a way to help the suffer-

ing find a way back to hope, how will 
you pass this test? 
The answer is you already passed this 
test when you saw him crying and you 
went over to him. You already under-
stood Easter when you handed him a 
tissue and sat with him while he cried. 
You already became a minister of your 
faith and an answer to the Easter co-
nundrum by being present for his suf-
fering without being consumed by it. 
For in this you showed that love can 
live through hate; that hope will not be 
consumed by fear; and the world will 
not turn away from the brokenness of 
its people. 
But if you feel compelled to say some-
thing more, remember in your response 
that it doesn’t matter whether or not 
you, yourself, believe in God; whether 
or not you believe in the sacrifice; 
whether or not you believe in the resur-
rection. The power of the Easter mes-
sage is larger than the small minds who 
have carried this conundrum forward. 
The power of the message is a faith in 
love as the salvific power of all life. 

You say, “Yes! If what you mean by 
‘God’s love’ is to know you are not 
alone, then yes. If what you mean is to 
know that there are people who will 
understand, who will care about you, 
listen to you, then yes. If what you 
mean is to know that the love you seek 
is stronger than the fear and betrayal 
you have been shown, then yes. If what 
you mean is that this kind of love exists 
the world over and you are part of it, 
then yes.” 

This is the Easter Exam that needs 
passing—that needs passing on. For we 
live in a world with even more vio-
lence and betrayal and abandonment 
than was part of the original Easter 
scenario two thousand years ago. If the 
Easter message is to have any meaning 
it requires us to pass this test—not just 
every April, but every day. 

When all is said and done, Easter is us. 
Living in a hard and hurting world. 
Showing that love is possible. Over 
and over again.  ��

The power of the Easter 
message is a faith in 
love as the salvific 
power of all life. 
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Black Haggadah 
BY THE REV. M ARK  MORRISON-REED, 
AFFILIATE  FACULTY, MEADVILLE  LOMBARD 
THEOLOGICAL SCHOOL  

In Venice, the few narrow entrances 
into the old Jewish ghetto where 
Shakespeare’s Shylock lived were at 
one time locked at night and guarded. 
Standing on a small bridge leading into 
this quarter, I wondered how the word 
ghetto had emigrated to its current us-
age—the poor black inner city. In the 
U.S. the Jews had moved on but the 
name, slums, and stigma remained. 
Outside Munich sat the concentration 
camp Dachau. I had to go. The Second 
World War had rent the lives of many 
dear to me. Edith Geheeb was Jewish 
and had fled Germany during the early 
years of Hitler’s Third Reich. The 
Ecole’s office manager, the normally 
stalwart Frau Varga, who left Germany 
in 1936 at the age of 16, teared up 
when she spoke about her family—her 
mother, two sisters, and brother had 
perished in a concentration camp. 
Henry Isaacs’s family had escaped in 
1939 with only their lives. Yet my 
friends never brought up the topic, just 
as my great-grandmother didn’t care to 
talk about slavery. Perhaps it felt to 
them that the pain would devour their 
souls, perhaps they didn’t wish to bur-
den others. Perhaps silence seemed to 
offer the only possibility of living a life 
not dominated by the past, so they hid 
the depth of their despair and fury, and 
carried on. 

My friends’ silence, a survivors’ si-
lence, mirrors Afro-American de-
spair—more so than the ancient libera-
tion of the Hebrew tribes from bond-
age. The Jews’ liberation from Egyp-
tian captivity celebrated in the Passover 
meal happened so long ago it has be-
come an instrument of the sacred, the 
mythic narrative around which Jewish 
identity was formed. But Afro-
Americans have no ritualized way of 
remembering the past, no ritual to ex-
press our thankfulness for our deliver-
ance. No ceremony takes our suffering 

and mixes 
it with our 
triumphs 
to make a 
balm to 
ease our 
pain. How 
does one 
repair the 
psychic 
legacy left 
from being 

traded as a 
commodity, managed as a business, 
kept illiterate by law, and brutalized at 
will? We have no observance at which 
we recite our heroic deeds in order to 
bolster black self-esteem against the 
effects of this legacy and the ongoing 
attack of majority attitudes and fears. 
How do you feel all right about your-
self when, in the public imagination, 
you are a dope pusher, a welfare 
mother, or an affirmative-action place-
ment? How do you feel a sense of be-
longing in a society where people eye 
you nervously and cross the street, or 
flee the neighborhood when you move 
in? How do you hold on to your own 
sense of goodness despite the myriad 
ways—blatant and subtle—in which 
black self-esteem is continuously  
damaged? 

To live and prosper in such a world 
requires a source of strength beyond 
the individual. It requires an abiding 
sense that all life is sacred and our exis-
tence a miracle—a gift of God. This 
sacredness is found in our lives and 
relationships, in our stories, and in our 
struggles to be free and whole human 
beings—and in a living ritual that holds 
up and reaffirms these. 

“Because we were slaves unto Pharaoh 
in Egypt, and the eternal, our God, 
brought us forth .…” My Jewish 
friends recite these words every year 
during Passover. But my own people 
have no comparable way of transform-
ing slavery from a scarlet letter to the 
badge of courage it should be. The 
slave narrative is missing from the 
American story. We need a black Hag-

gadah that begins: “We were stolen 
from Africa and enslaved in America, 
the land of liberty …” And we need a 
time set aside when families gather for 
a meal and retell the tale, using a 
newer, truer narrative. Black history is 
America’s history. Being a slave is as 
American as George Washington and 
apple pie. The Civil War, the Emanci-
pation Proclamation, the Great Migra-
tion, and the civil rights movement are 
more central to the American story than 
the embellished tale of the Pilgrims 
elevated to an all-American feast day. 
The Afro-American journey from slav-
ery to freedom is the saga of the unfin-
ished revolution, the unfolding story of 
America’s history. This experience is 
one of the defining characteristics of 
American culture, and neither exists 
apart from the other. They are interde-
pendent, and this is what integration 
means: to bring together the parts to 
form an authentic whole. If every fam-
ily in America gathered yearly to cele-
brate the black struggle, which is the 
quintessential American struggle to be 
free, black self-esteem might well 
flower, and the American psyche might 
be transformed. For in celebrating that 
experience all of us would be honestly 
acknowledging our identity as a people. 
Afro-American slavery however, like 
the Holocaust, remains a festering 
wound—a trans-generational trauma— 
which the years have yet to change into 
a redeeming narrative that transforms 
our slavery from a cause for shame into 
a source of strength. ��

Excerpted from the book In Between: 
Memoir of an Integration Baby, by 
Mark Morrison-Reed. Published by 
Skinner House in 2009, this book is 
available through the CLF Library 
(www.clfuu.org/library or 617-948-
6150) or from the UUA bookstore. 

For the month of April, Quest readers 
receive 10% off this featured book. 
Visit the UUA Bookstore online at 
www.uua.org/bookstore and enter dis-
count code CLFIB at checkout, or call 
800-215-9076 and give it to your cus-
tomer service representative. 

�
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More 
than We 
Deserve 
BY ROBERT R. WALSH , MINISTER 
EMERITUS, FIRST PARISH CHURCH 
UNITARIAN  UNIVERSALIST, DUXBURY, 
MASACHUSETTS 

I heard the 2nd Brandenburg Concerto 
played in honor of J. S. Bach’s 300th 
birthday. I was swept away. I 
remember a story about the people 
who send messages into space in 
hopes they will be heard by intelligent 
beings on other planets. They were 
trying to decide what content would 
best tell them who we are. Someone 

suggested that we send something by 
Bach. The reply was, “But that would 
be bragging.” 

Some say we get what we deserve in 
life, but I don’t believe it. We certainly 
don’t deserve Bach. What have I done 
to deserve the 2nd Brandenburg 
Concerto? I have not been kind 
enough; I have not done enough 
justice; I have not loved my neighbor, 
nor myself, sufficiently, nor praised 
God enough to have earned a gift like 
this. 

The stories of Passover and Easter are 
about an urge to life that is somehow 
built into everything. Your life is a 
manifestation of that urge. Your 
beating heart, your seeing eye, your 
questing mind, your love, your service, 

your enjoyment, your suffering, are all 
substance pushed toward life and 
freedom by the creative process. The 
stories tell of life triumphant in spite 
of individual death, of freedom 
victorious though many have suffered 
bondage. 

This, too, is a gift we have not earned 
and for which we cannot pay. There is 
no necessity that there be a universe, 
no inevitability about a world moving 
toward life and then self 
consciousness. There might have 
been—nothing at all. 

Since we do not deserve Bach, or 
crocuses, or lovers, the best we can do 
is to do our share in the world of 
creation, and to keep telling the 
stories. �  

A Unitarian  
Universalist  
Sunrise 
BY BARBARA  MERRITT , SENIOR MINISTER, 
FIRST UNITARIAN  CHURCH, WORCESTER, 
MASSACHUSETTS 

As our poet said early Sunday morn-
ing, “people have huddled on a dark 
hillside waiting for the first rays of the 
sun since the beginning of time.” 

But it is my contention that Unitarian 
Universalists have our own “unique” 
ways of waiting. 

I guess I must take a lion’s share of the 
blame. Having called the library to 
find that the sun rose at 5:38, I had 
arranged the service so that we, like 
Mary Magdalene, could begin our 
Easter morning activities while it was 
still dark. Even at 5:15 the day is al-
ready filling with light, but the dark-
ness is still evident as well. Beginning 
early you can witness the dramatic 
changes of the night receding and the 
breaking of the day. 

The service proceeded quite smoothly, 
and at 5:38 we were just where I 

wanted 
us to be. 
The sun 
itself 
would 
deliver 
the 
benedic-
tion as it 
rose 
behind 
the hill.  

 
Only nothing happened. The sky was 
quite beautiful as we stood in the si-
lence, but there was no sun. 

Initially, I whispered to my colleague 
(in true skeptical form) “maybe it’s not 
going to come up this morn-
ing.” (There was little doubt in my 
mind that the sun had been rising quite 
faithfully in the east for a good many 
years, but that didn’t necessarily mean 
it was going to come through for me 
when I really needed it.) 

I put my own personal anxiety into 
perspective by quoting authoritative 
scripture to the assembled congrega-
tion. The library had  told us that the 
sun would arrive at 5:38. (It was  
now 5:42.) 

We then put it out for committee  
discussion. Several perceptive parish-
ioners shared their observation that we 
had already seen the sunrise. The way 
the clouds were banked had blocked 
any direct viewing of the sun itself. 
And we concurred that morning had 
broken, and that we’d seen all that 
there was to see. I was not particularly 
disappointed. It had been a beautiful 
morning. The congregation was  
dismissed. 

And then, as we were scattering at 
5:44, someone shouted for us to look 
again to the east, and there, coming up 
like thunder, was the most magnificent 
blazing red sun that you’d ever want to 
see. We all stood in silent awe. 

The minister was humbled, yet again. 
It turns out the library had given us 
sunrise time in Boston, on the ocean, 
and it takes a little longer for the sun to 
go west and climb the hills. 

First doubt and impatience, then anxi-
ety, then a committee discussion, than 
resignation to the facts at hand, and 
finally, the stunning and glorious reali-
zation of the miracle at the heart of the 
creation: a Unitarian Universalist  
sunrise. �  

�
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Transforming Our Whiteness 

It is hard for those of use who are white, and who live in 
societies where whiteness is the norm, to see our own 
white power and privilege. In this workshop we will identify what whiteness is, 
clarify the ways it operates on our lives, and explore ways of transforming 
whiteness into a force for justice. 

We will explore how whiteness took shape in colonial times and how it has 
changed over time. We will be particularly interested in the racialization of 
European immigrants into whiteness. 

The challenge here is to develop a positive white identity that will empower us 
to work for change. We will discuss being a good ally to people of color, work-
ing to end racism in white controlled institutions, and nurturing a positive white 
racial identity in our children. 

This course will be taught by the Rev. Melissa Carvill-Ziemer and the  
Rev. Bill Gardiner. They serve as co-chairs of the Unitarian Universalist  
Allies for Racial Equity Education Committee and lead transforming whiteness 
workshops for congregations and community organizations. The class runs  
May 4 through June 5. Go to www.clfuu.org/learn to register. �  

Gifts for Volunteers, 
Graduates and Easter 
Baskets 
The Church of the Larger 
Fellowship offers several 
styles of chalice jewelry for 
all genders and all ages. 
Affordable and attractive, 
CLF chalice jewelry makes 
perfect thank-you gifts for 
volunteers, gifts to honor 
children and mentors par-
ticipating in coming of age 
programs or presents for 
graduating high school sen-

iors. Pendants, lapel pins and earring are available in 
pewter, sterling silver, and gold-toned. The CLF 
 also offers colorful UU-themed note cards for all 
occasions. We also offer a quantity discount of 20% 
for large orders.  

To purchase these items and more, shop online by 
going to www.clfuu.org and clicking on “CLF Shop,” 
or call the CLF office at (617) 948-6150. �  

A Shovel Full of 
Earth 

 
A few shovel fulls 

of earth 
await humbly. 

Dark brown as only 
earth can be— 

dug from the fragrant depths. 
 

How shall we live 
this life? 

And isn’t it 
much grander 

than this in the end? 
 

No—the splendor 
is right here, 
in the dirt, 
in the soil 

that can grow 
all we need 

miraculously 
and without fanfare. 
With or without us, 

it nourishes life 
verdantly. 

 
And so 

I shall go, in time, as all 
go 

and greet 
this sustaining  

earth 
with gratitude 

and pray I 
am worthy 

and have served 
her well. 

 
 

by Melitta Haslund, consulting 
minister, Unitarian Society of 
Santa Barbara, from For All That 
Is Our Life, a meditation anthol-
ogy edited by Gene and Helen 

Pickett, published by Skin-
ner House in 2005. This 
book is available from the 

CLF library 
(www.clfuu.org/
library). � �
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From 
Your
(Guest)  
Minister 
 

Forgiveness�
During her sabbatical, our senior min-
ister, Jane Rzepka, has asked a variety 
of her colleagues to share their 
thoughts in this space. This month, 
Laurel Hallman, minister at large, of 
the First Unitarian Church of Dallas, 
Texas, and candidate for UUA presi-
dent, is our “guest minister.”  
www.hallmanforuuapresident.com 

It is “the generational grudge” or 
“leftovers” from a relationship gone 
bad. It is as small as a slight at work 
and as large as systemic oppression. It 
catches us by surprise, using up space 
in our minds. It is a knot. It is a frozen 
place deep in the heart and soul that 
won’t budge. 

As I have moved from the simple affir-
mations and aphorisms about forgive-
ness from my childhood, I have found 
myself surprised by what life has had 
to teach. 

First: 
Once I had to admit to a group of peo-
ple that I had handled very badly a 
situation that involved them. After 
much discussion, I said—somewhat to 
my own surprise— “I’m sorry that hap-
pened. This is new territory for me. To 
be the kind of leader I want to be I will 
risk making mistakes, but this has been 
a big one.” 

“In fact,” I said, “I’d like to apologize 
ahead of time for what I’m sure will be 
missteps in the days to come.” 

Fortunately for me, they laughed. We 
parted with a good basis for our rela-
tionship going forward. 

I’ve thought a lot about that day. I have 
realized the idea was new for me. “I am 
going to screw up. It goes with the ter-
ritory. It’s part of this adventure.” 

What, up until then, had felt like a push 
to be better, do better, get better, had 
become the rather liberating realization 
that if I lived authentically I was cer-
tain at times to fall short of my own 
hopes and the hopes of others for me. 

Admitting that became freedom itself. 

I know my reader. You’re not going to 
consider “asking for forgiveness 
ahead” as a carte blanche to do what 
you want, no matter how hurtful. 

I know who you are. 

But if we Unitarian Universalists have 
made any progress on issues of gender, 
sexual identity, race—or problems of 
simply living together as families and 
friends—it has begun with the ac-
knowledgement that we will  screw up 
and we will need forgiveness. Only 
then will we be able to see our way 
clear to change our behavior. 

Second: 
If you can’t forgive, you are still in 
bondage. That’s the odd thing about 
forgiving. It is largely letting go. Not 
that we haven’t been damaged. Not that 
it doesn’t matter. Not that what has 
happened isn’t painful. We have been 
damaged. There is not a person reading 
this who hasn’t been scarred. Evil is 
real. Systemic oppression is real. Peo-
ple hurt. Life itself is unfair. 

But the starting place for forgiveness is 
to remember that this is now. It is pos-
sible to get in the habit of accumulating 
grudges and wounds and have them be 
so much a part of the fabric of our lives 
that we can’t see when changes have 
occurred, or the grudge isn’t worth it 
any more. Life goes on. People change. 
Systems shift. It’s best to keep that 
possibility at least in our back pocket 
so we don’t miss it when it occurs. 

A man who was asked by a fellow 
Holocaust survivor whether he had 
forgiven the Nazis said, “I am con-

sumed with hatred for them.” His 
friend replied, “In that case, they still 
have you in prison.” 

Third: 
Rachel Naomi Remen once said that 
forgiveness had been difficult for her 
because she had always thought of it as 
a lowering of standards. 

I have learned forgiveness is not one 
act. It is a relationship. I remember 
saying to my son, “I’d like to do that 
one over.” Sometimes I had overre-
acted. Sometimes I hadn’t really com-
municated what I meant. Sometimes I 
just wanted to back up and be clear 
about what he needed to know about 
civility. 

That habit of wanting to do-over in a 
calmer moment was a way of putting 
what had happened in context. It was 
the relationship that was forgiving. 

So what about strife worldwide? Do 
these principles hold on a global level? 

William F. Vendley, the Secretary 
General of Religions for Peace, says 
that in difficult negotiations he always 
starts with the children. People can 
move forward in negotiations when 
they can remember the children. In 
South Africa, Bishop Tutu has pro-
vided a model of reconciliation which 
includes confessions of atrocities heard 
by the victims—empowering both vic-
tims and perpetrators to be full partici-
pants in the society going forward. 

Human beings are capable of great 
harm, intentionally and as the result of 
unintended consequences. Knowing 
that, we still must love broadly, forgive 
freely, and reconcile as if we were all 
one family. Which of course we are. 

This sermon is adapted for Quest from 
a chapter in Reaching Deeper: Selected 
Sermons by Laurel Hallman. Published 
by Xlibiris, 2008, a copy has been do-
nated to the CLF Library 
(www.clfuu.org/library or (617) 948-
6150) and it is available for purchase 
at www.amazon.com and 
www.dallasuu.org. � �

�

Forgiveness is not one 
act. It is a relationship.  
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Since You Asked 
For a friend who asked 
to be in a poem 

Since you asked, let's make it dinner 
at your house—a celebration 
for no reason, which is always 
the best occasion. Are you worried 
there won't be enough space, enough food? 

But in a poem we can do anything we want. 
Look how easy it is to add on rooms, to multiply 
the wine and chickens. And while we're at it 
let's take those trees that died last winter 
and bring them back to life. 

Things should look pulled together, 
and we could use the shade—so even now 
they shudder and unfold their bright new leaves. 
And now the guests are arriving—everyone 
you expected, then others as well: 

Friends who never became your friends, 
the women you didn't marry, all their children. 
And the dead—I didn't tell you 
but they're always included in these gatherings 
hesitant and shy, they hang back at first 
among the blossoming trees. 
 

You have only to say their names, 
ask them inside. Everyone will find a place 
at your table. What more can I do? 
The glasses are filled, the children are quiet. 

My friend, it must be time for you to speak. 
 
by Lawrence Raab from his book What We Don’t Know About 
Each Other, published by Penguin in 1993. A new collection of 
his poems, entitled The History of Forgetting, is due out from 
Penguin in June 2009.  �  
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