
!"#$%&'()*%+ ,--.(/0+1&

!0"$0*,/0.0+2(3*!'4

506*783*7879 : ;*.%+*/(0) : <%&2(+

!"#$#%"#&'%()&*#%"#&+,-.&()/&0"1%2/&34(
<(0/+*0*=-(.*#6*'(0/2*>*6-"?$$*@(($*#(22(/

!'-2-*#6*A0$(+2%+*B0$C0*-+*D+&=$0&'

*&5/,+-,.$"6/&$7-4(&$#%"#8&$"2&$#%"#&$1&$&5/,+-,.$"6/

I recently watched my friend Patrick Scully’s show on YouTube, “The 3rd Act,” a

performance piece that explores the opportunities of aging. Patrick, 67, is a

dancer, choreographer, and performance artist who has maintained a lively

presence in the Minneapolis-St. Paul performance art scene since 1980. His piece

uses storytelling to push against the default narratives about aging, such as

trying to deny it or framing it as a problem.

Patrick’s show made me reflect on aging as a performance piece, a dynamic role

fueled by a balance of sensitivity, intelligence, and especially creativity. As he

points out in the Q & A following the show, a lot of the infrastructure that exists

for people through their 50s falls away in the last four or five decades of life.

Childhood and adolescence are overwhelmingly structured by formal education

and learning the ins and outs of social relationships. For many, formal education

continues through the 20s and typically leads to jobs and relationships. As people

live into their 30s, 40s, and 50s, there is a tremendous focus on finding one’s

place in the world, professionally and personally.

These are challenging decades, fueled in large part by different kinds of growth-

oriented pain — uncertainty, loneliness, anxiety about making enough money to

be independent, and finding love and belonging in whatever ways matter most to

a person. Through the challenges, setbacks, successes, and excitement, the

structure of life is more or less constant. The way forward, if not easy, is at least

clear.

As people move into their 60s and beyond, things change. Many of life’s

challenges have been met and played. If we’re lucky, we’ve managed to put

enough money away to ease off on professional ambition; and children, if there

are any, are on new adventures with lives of their own. With retirement, be it

partial or complete, routines that dominated our working lives change or drop

out altogether.

With a little imagination, we begin to see the value of turning what has been

decades of outward gaze to a more inward direction. We step back from

constantly doing and slip into life as being. We see our life as an evolving work of

art, a kind of living poem that revises itself daily.
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In the introduction of his classic book on poetry appreciation, How Does a Poem

Mean? (1959), John Ciardi discusses the performative aspects of writing poetry.

Like an actor interpreting a role, the poet creates and animates a persona in a

poem that is quite separate from his or her true self.

This separation between a role and the one who plays that role, be it actor or

poet, harkens back to Denis Diderot’s “Paradox of the Actor.” In his essay, Diderot

defines the paradox as the distance that exists between the emotions portrayed

and the real, emotional experience of the actor. In other words, a skilled actor

playing the role of a gangster can inhabit his personal feelings while creating the

illusion of being a gangster. Ciardi declares that good poets do the same thing.
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If you meditate, you may recognize the paradox of the actor as very similar to

watching thoughts. In many forms of meditation, people are encouraged to step

away from doing and into being by inhabiting the witnessing self. If we view

aging as a performance, we can engage in our daily lives in more of a witnessing

role than being engulfed in the drama of interactions and events. Even in the

thick of life, we can learn to tap more into being than doing.
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Recall that the title of Ciardi’s book asks readers to explore how poetry means

rather than what it means. He puts it this way:

“A poem does not exist in its subject matter, but in its way of transcending the

subject matter” (24).

Readers get to this transcendence by paying attention to rhythms, words, and

images. If we allow the beat and song of a poem to enter into us intuitively,

without struggling to make sense of it, our gut feeling of where it might take us

becomes far more interesting than its topic. Its elements work together to create

an alchemy that pushes it beyond what it seems to be about.

Take the opening line of Mary Oliver’s “Peonies”:

This morning the green fists of the peonies are getting ready

to break my heart

Very quickly, we are met by a series of images that don’t seem to fit together in

the usual way — morning, fists, break my heart. And have we ever thought about

a flower getting ready to do something to anyone? Within 15 words, the actor in

this poem has fully engaged with the basic subject matter, and we understand,

intuitively, that the meaning of this poem is much larger and richer than peonies.

In Tony Hoagland’s poem “Jet,” the speaker tells a story about drinking beer with

his buddies on summer nights of his youth:

Sometimes I wish I were still out

on the back porch, drinking jet fuel 

with the boys, getting louder and louder 

as the empty cans drop out of our paws 

like booster rockets falling back to Earth

and we soar up into the summer stars.

The storyteller remembers this epoch of his life, maybe his adolescence or 20s,

with poignant nostalgia. He and his friends are invincible in their beautiful

youth, flying into the sky in their minds, and later in the poem, bragging about

sexual conquests in stories “that no one hears,” to the music of crickets and the

light show of fireflies.

In the final stanza, the speaker reveals feelings that, in all likelihood, he and his

friends could neither face nor articulate in their youth:

We gaze into the night

as if remembering the bright unbroken planet 

we once came from,

to which we will never 

be permitted to return.

We are amazed how hurt we are.

We would give anything for what we have.

Looking back, he can now describe what he could only intuit as a younger man.

The last two lines in particular offer up an excellent example of how the finest

moments in poetry succeed in utterly short-circuiting logical thought. From

there, a poem’s meaning penetrates more physically than intellectually. We

receive a poem’s insights through our bodies and may not be able to verbalize

them easily.

In both of these examples, the poem’s elements allow the speakers to release

fleeting concepts for themselves within the poem and for the audience. We are

witnesses to the momentary sparks produced when words and images strike

against each other in surprising and paradoxical ways. If the poem prevails, we

give up trying to make sense of it. The full force of the poem then becomes

available to us as an almost embodied experience.

As people engaging with aging, we can learn to shift the focus in our lives in a

similar way. We can learn to focus less on the subject matter of our lives,

especially when it is difficult (what Eckhard Tolle affectionately calls seeing life

as “one damn thing after another”) and be more on the lookout for the transient

moments of magic.

We can, in a word, become adept at handling the role of aging without losing

touch with that part of ourselves that is ageless.
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Fortunately, appreciating aging as we do poetry, from the inside out, is not only

an interesting metaphor but something we can put into practice by learning

poetry by heart.

Back in 2009, when I was two years into a job that should have been right for me

(given my training and experience) and wasn’t, I discovered David Wagoner’s

poem, “Lost.” At that point in my life, its magic and message were as well-suited

to my predicament as if they had been prescribed as a medication.

Stand still. The trees ahead and bushes beside you

Are not lost. Wherever you are is called Here,

And you must treat it as a powerful stranger,

Must ask permission to know it and be known.

The forest breathes. Listen. It answers,

I have made this place around you.

If you leave it, you may come back again, saying Here.

No two trees are the same to Raven.

No two branches are the same to Wren.

If what a tree or a bush does is lost on you,

You are surely lost. Stand still. The forest knows

Where you are. You must let it find you.

In an interview with KUOW’s Elizabeth Austin, Wagoner explains that he was

inspired to write this poem based on an experience of becoming lost in the Hoh

Rainforest in the Pacific Northwest. A new arrival to the area from Indiana, he

was completely unfamiliar with the danger of becoming lost in a rainforest:

I left my car and walked into it, kind of dumbly and dimly, and before I knew it

— I couldn’t see where my car was anymore and had no idea which direction it

was. When I found it, I was a different person.

In writing the poem, the speaker that Wagoner imagines is a wise Native

American elder responding to a child who has asked what to do if one becomes

lost deep in the forest. The simplicity of the poem’s advice becomes all the more

poignant when we realize that even as adults, the feeling of being lost, really or

metaphorically, can invoke feelings of fear and confusion that tap directly into

the helplessness we felt as children.

Poet David Whyte offers a beautifully succinct summary of the poem’s teachings.

Having learned it by heart myself and spoken it silently and aloud countless

times over the years, I couldn’t agree more with his analysis.

First, the elder’s words say that “you cannot sleepwalk your way into your

destiny. You must wake up and pay attention.” This means acknowledging what

you have abandoned in yourself to keep yourself safe, as well as the gifts you

have to offer the world. Wise words for a child, yes, and also for people as they

find their way into the third act of life.

Another takeaway that Whyte discerns in the poem is that unless one can access

the silent, witnessing part of the mind (which, by the way, working with a poem

can help you to do), fear will overtake you, keeping you stuck in your dilemma,

whatever that may be.

If what a tree or a bush does is lost on you,

You are surely lost. Stand still. The forest knows

Where you are. You must let it find you.

When we can inhabit the witnessing part of our mind, everything is enough,

exactly as it is. Trees and bushes exist, and that is sufficient. That is what they do.

That kind of expansive vision engenders a radical trust in reality that is often so

much more helpful than trying to think our way out of a problem, particularly in

times of sadness, uncertainty, or even anger.

Agreeing to let the forest find you transforms it from an enemy to an ally, and

when we feel that we are in the company of friends, our thinking is clearer, our

decisions wiser. It is our best chance of finding our way home.

In my case, after learning “Lost” by heart and working with it over a period of

months, I was able to connect with the right therapist, get clear on my feelings,

and identify the steps necessary to make the job a better fit for me. I stayed on for

another 11 years, which brought countless gifts into my life as well as greater

financial security. Because I decided to stick with the job, I was able to retire in

2020.

I attribute my ability to seek the help I needed in that situation to the clarity I

received through learning and working with Wagoner’s poem.
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In her book Saved by a Poem (2009), Kim Rosen tells us that when it comes to

choosing a poem, “You can trust [those] you are drawn to. They hold medicine

for your life.”

I recommend Rosen’s book for a clear and deeply interesting introduction to the

practice of learning poems by heart and why it’s good for us. (Note: The paper

version of the book is accompanied by a CD with 18 fabulous poetry readings

followed by brief comments on why the reader chose the poem to recite.)

If you have limited experience with poetry, try these for starters:

Won’t you celebrate with me by Lucille Clifton

Lines for Winter by Mark Strand (recited by Mary-Louise Parker)

One Boy Told Me by Naomi Shihab Nye

The Lanyard by Billy Collins

Stone by Charles Simic

The Gate by Marie Howe

The Fish and Wild Geese by Mary Oliver (follow by a brief interview with
Coleman Barks)

Thanks by W. S. Merwin

Thank you for reading my story. I wish you well on your poetic journey. Please let

me know what you discover!
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