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Among living American 
writers, one would be 
hard pressed to find an 
author whose body of work 
runs broader than that 
of Wendell Berry. Many 
authors who are known for 
their work in a particular 
genre might occasionally 
publish a laudable book in a 
different genre; an essayist 
might publish a novel or a 
book of poems; a novelist 
might publish a collection 

of essays. Wendell Berry, although probably best 
known for his essays, has, however, published not 
one, but many acclaimed books in three distinct 
genres: fiction, essays and poetry. Although readers 
are likely most familiar with Berry’s essays, I would 
like to speculate that Berry’s most compelling 
legacy will turn out to be not his essays, but rather 
his Sabbath poems, which have been collected in 
full in the new volume entitled This Day.

When Wendell and Tanya Berry returned to 
Kentucky in 1964 and settled on their present farm 
outside the town of Port Royal, they intentionally 
left a swath of land uncultivated on the margins 
of their property. Following the wisdom of British 
ecologist Sir Albert Howard, who maintained that: 
“To learn to preserve the fertility of the farm, we 
must study the forest,” Berry sought to recover a 

kind of agriculture that was strikingly different from 
the industrial sort that was beginning to emerge at 
the time. In the course of studying the forest, Berry 
began to venture into these woods every Sunday, 
and in 1979, he started writing a series of Sabbath 
poems based on his Sunday jaunts into the woods. 
These poems, mostly written in the woods, were not 
intended, Berry emphasizes, as public poems, but 
rather as meditations. In the Preface to A Timbered 
Choir, an early collection of these Sabbath poems 
(which is included in This Day), Berry writes:

These poems were written in silence, in 
solitude, mainly out of doors. A reader will 
like them best, I think, who reads them in 
similar circumstances—at least in a quiet 
room. They would be most favorably heard 
if read aloud into a kind of quietness that is 
not afforded by any public place. I hope that 
some readers will read them as they were 
written: slowly, and with more patience than 
effort.

In this recommendation to the reader, Berry gets 
to the heart of why I believe his Sabbath poems will 
be his greatest literary legacy: they are more than 
words on a page; they are a way of being, embodied 
by the poet and recommended to the reader. These 
Sabbath poems cannot be understood apart from 
Berry’s labors, as a farmer and as a writer, but they 
are of a different sort, received as a gift. In the very 
first Sabbath poem, Berry writes:

I go among trees and sit still.
All my stirring becomes quiet
around me like circles on water.
My tasks lie in their places
where I left them, asleep like cattle.
…
After days of labor, 
mute in my consternations,
I hear my song at last, 
and I sing it, as we sing, 
the day turns, the trees move.
(1979, I)
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Berry’s Sabbath poems 
reflect–and invite us into–a 
way of life that leads us 
toward health, well-being 
and indeed salvation. In 
striking harmony with the 
whole of Berry’s work, 
Abraham Joshua Heschel 
opens his classic book on 
Sabbath with the words: 
“Technical civilization is 
man’s conquest of space. 
It is a triumph frequently 
achieved by sacrificing 
an essential ingredient of 
existence, namely time.” 
Heschel’s words hold the key 
to unlocking the significance of 
Berry’s Sabbath poems: in teaching 
us how to live at peace with time and to receive life 
in its manifold forms as gift, they teach us how to 
live sanely in a world gone mad with technological 
conquest. “That one is sometimes able, among the 
disturbances of the present world, to wander into 
some good and beautiful whereabouts of the woods, 
grow quiet, and come to rest is a gift, a wonder and a 
kind of grace” (Preface, xxiv). Although Berry grants 
that in our age “[it] is hard to have hope,” these 
poems offer hope in our world, in which: “the forests 
are ruined, the fields eroded / the streams polluted / 
the mountains overturned” (2007, VI).

The Sabbath poems also serve as a poignant 
reminder that our hope and our future is wrapped 
up with that of all creation. Berry is clear that the 
practice of writing these poems out-of-doors is 
his way of reminding himself that he is, and we all 
are, part of a singular creation and contrary to the 
prevailing wisdom of our technological age, we must 
learn to live peaceably with all other parts of the 
created order. Indeed, it is precisely because of this 
substantial time spent paying attention outdoors 
that Berry is confident that creation has the capacity 
to survive even the worst ills that human technology 
might inflict upon it.

For readers unfamiliar with Berry’s Sabbath 

poems, This Day is a wonderful 
resource, collecting all of Berry’s 
Sabbath poems to date in a single 
volume. Even for those who are 
familiar with Berry’s poetry, 
This Day allows the reader to 
engage Berry’s Sabbath poetry as 
a unified body of work in a way 
that was previously impossible. 
(Prior to the release of this 
volume, one needed to own at 
least three volumes to collect 
all of Berry’s Sabbath poems: A 
Timbered Choir: Sabbath Poems 
1979-1997; Given, which includes 

Sabbath Poems 1998-2004; 
and Leavings, which includes 
Sabbath Poems 2005-2008). 

And if the collection of all Berry’s 
previous Sabbath poems in one volume 

isn’t compelling enough, this volume also includes 
new Sabbath poems from 2009-2012; two Sabbath 
poems from 2013 that serve as a preface; and 
and a longer prose introduction that Berry wrote 
specifically for this new edition.

It comes as no surprise that time is one of the 
major themes of Berry’s Sabbath poems. The 
practice of Sabbath, after all, as Heschel and other 
theologians have reminded us, serves to teach us 
how to live at peace with time. In the two Sabbath 
poems from 2013 that are included here, Berry 
speaks of himself in the third person, describing 
how he leaves “the incarnate life / of his desire, 
thought and daily work.” He goes on to describe how 
he walks and arranges words, balancing each one 
“as on a small stone in the swift flow/ in his anxious 
patience until the next arrival.” This prefatory poem 
concludes:

Piece by piece he tells
a story without end, for in the time
of this world no end can come.
It is the story of eternity’s shining, 
much shadowed, much put off,
in time. And time, however long, falls short.
(2013, II)
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Among the new poems in this volume, one of 
the most engaging is a hymn in praise of Luddites 
and the practice of using horses in one’s farmwork. 
“Always there have been penalties / for Luddites,” 
Berry writes, “and I am one / familiar with the 
penalties / though so far I have not been hanged.” 
He goes on to describe how he is teaching two of his 
grandchildren to use a horse-drawn mower to mow 
a field. This practice requires the grandchildren 
to “pay attention to many things: to the team, the 
mower, the standing / grass and the fallen, to the 
place of our work and the creatures who share it / 
between the bedrock and sky, for it is a living place of 
many / lives, complexly domestic.” Berry’s depiction 
of this scene concludes with the declaration of the 
beauty he found therein:

… The work, itself
beautiful, is made more so
by swallows whose flight dips and winds
round and round the mower
as it sends insects flying upward
from the swath, by butterflies
everywhere that keep the air
alive, and by Emily and Marshall
as they learn anew a comely old way 
nearly lost.
(2009, VIII)

Family, which has always been a vital theme in 
Berry’s work, seems to be more prominent in his 
newest Sabbath poems. In addition to the above 
scene of teaching his grandchildren to mow, we 
have a brief poem for his granddaughter Tanya, 
“who bears/ the fine name of her granny,” (2009, 
X), a brief verse on his marriage vow (2009, VI), a 
hymn on the occasion of the 53rd anniversary of his 
marriage to Tanya (2010, IV), and although it is not 
specifically addressed to family, one of my favorite 
of the new poems in which Berry pleads with future 
generations to live a life deeply rooted in that place: 
“…Come, / meaning to stay. Come, / willing to learn 
what this place, / like no other, will ask of you / and 
your children, if you mean / to stay. … Come, and 
treat it well.” (2010, IX).
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Readers of The Englewood 
Review of Books who 
appreciate Wendell 
Berry’s poetry, may also 

enjoy the newly released collection of poems 
from Eugene Peterson, Holy Luck. Like This Day, 
Holy Luck reflects a lifetime of poems. Although 
this slim volume of brief poems (none of which 
exceeds two small pages in length) does not offer 
the breadth of form and content that we find in 
Berry’s collection, one does find a similar sort of 
tenacious hope in the Way of Jesus, as any reader 
of Peterson’s prose works would come to expect 
from his works, prose or poetry. This collection 
begins with a cycle of poems that bring the 
Beatitudes to life, but the heart of the collection is 
“The Rustling Grass,” a series of poems that reflect 
in Peterson’s inimitable fashion on particular 
morsels of scripture. “Dance,” for instance is 
Peterson’s reflection on Jesus leaping for joy in 
Mary’s womb (Luke 1:44): “The nearly dead and 
the barely alive pick up / The chthonic rhythms 
in their unused muscles / And gaily cartwheel 
three hallelujahs” (19). Holy Luck concludes with 
“Resurrection Flower,” a Berry-like meditation 
on a spring daffodil. “Christ leaps up,” Peterson 
observes, “in your green laughter and light 
embrace” (84). This collection of Peterson’s poetry 
makes a fine companion to Berry’s collection 
of Sabbath poems, and at its best, Peterson’s 
careful imagery expands our imagination of the 
Beatitudes and many other familiar passages of 
scripture.
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Given that Berry regards himself as part of the 
membership of nature in his Kentucky place, it is 
not surprising that among the new poems, we find 
numerous ones about the wonder he has found in 
other creatures. Birds appear quite frequently in the 
landscape of these new poems, including a pair of 
“tiny elegant birds… blue-gray gnatcatchers, or so 
we call them,” (2009, VI), the red-eyed vireo who 
appears twice (2010, V and VII), the redbird, whose 
singing brings into being “a welcoming room of 
song” (2011, VIII). We also find a poem here that, 
in the spirit of Berry’s non-fiction work Life is a 
Miracle, critiques “the objective biologist,” whose 
cold explanation of the birds’ song in spring would 
reduce the beauty of this singing bird to: “Sex. The 
genes’ imperative to survive / in a hostile world.” 
(2012, IV). Trees are other creatures that Berry 
expresses his fondness for. My favorite of the tree 
poems tells of “A man who loves the trees,” who 
while wandering through the woods encounters 
the magnificent grace of “a dogwood flower-white / 
lighting all the woods” (2011, VII). Another superb 
poem speaks of both trees and birds and of nature, 
which orchestrates “the family of all the creatures”; 
“great Nature / by whom all are changed, none / are 
wasted, none are lost.” (2011, XIII). 

Berry closes the volume with another of his 
Mad Farmer poems, in which he conjures an image 
pertinent to this Advent season, that of the Christ 
child, whose coming was proclaimed with the 
singing of angels: “On earth / peace, good will.” 
The Mad Farmer solemnly recognizes how far we 
have drifted from this vision of peace on earth. 
Although he “fears the time to come,” the Mad 
Farmer, who understands himself as “a pilgrim in 
the foreshadow / of apocalypse, toward the almost 
forgotten / light far beyond the polluted river, / the 
blasted mountains, the killed children, the bombed 
/ villages haunted already by the hurting bodies of 
their dead.” (2012, XXI).

Indeed, this is a fitting image to leave emblazoned 
on the mind of the reader at the close of this volume. 
It is Berry’s keen hope in the future beyond the 
time to come, this “almost forgotten light” that 
distinguishes these poems. Although this dim 
light of hope shines through all of Wendell Berry’s 
writings, these Sabbath poems will very likely be 
his greatest legacy. They not only turn our attention 
toward this light but, in the very intentional Sabbath 
practices out of which they were born, Berry guides 
us in a narrow way forward toward this light of 
hope, a way not defined by progress or profits, but 
by an increasing attentiveness to our membership 
in the rich family of nature in our own particular 
places. This Sabbath way is a hope that cannot be 
taken from us by the wealthy or the powerful (2007, 
VI), but rather is the hope of our salvation, the way 
embodied by Christ himself, and heralded by angels 
with songs of peace and goodwill at its in-breaking 
at Bethlehem. May we have the ears to hear and the 
courage to follow Berry’s lead in this ancient and 
almost forgotten way. 

C. Christopher Smith is editor of The Englewood 
Review of Books, and co-author with John Pattison 
of the forthcoming Slow Church: Cultivating 
Community in the Patient Way of Jesus (IVP Books, 
Spring 2014).




