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INTRODUCTION


shown a flower
a small baby
opens its mouth

—Seifu-ni (1731–1814)



I wrote my first haiku when I was forty-five years old, in a beginner’s poetry-writing class. Nowadays, it is common for haiku to be taught in elementary and middle schools, but that was not the case when I was a child. Though I had a brief encounter with haiku in a Japanese literature class during college, I did not know much about the form, and until four other novice poets and I came together for our first class, I had never tried writing haiku myself.

We met at our teacher Carol Light’s home, a small cabin that already seemed pretty full with her rambunctious young golden retriever. We all found a place to sit, and once Rover had thoroughly expressed his joy at our arrival and settled down, the class got under way.

To start us out, Carol introduced the idea of an image—a picture in the mind’s eye. Then, to tone up our observation and description muscles, she set us down with some exercises. Soon I was happily studying a spray of pink flowers in a vase, jotting down every descriptive word or phrase that came to me. I noted the color, shape, and parts of the flowers, the arch of the branch, the clusters of tiny mauve leaves. A single spray of flowers is a remarkably complex object, once you take the time to really look.

As the minutes passed, I saw more and more. Finally, my sheet of paper full, I ran out of things to record. If this spray of flowers had more to tell, I’d have to hear it from other members of the class. Incredibly, one of them was still writing. Carol said she’d give us another minute to finish up. After such concentrated work, I was happy to rest.

As I sat back in my chair, a flicker of light and movement on the surface of the vase caught my eye. I leaned forward, and the flicker moved with me. Suddenly my focus changed, and I found myself gazing deep into the rounded surface of the flower’s container. The vase’s smooth glaze, acting as a curved mirror, reflected back the room and everything in it, with me in its center. The reflection had been right in front of me all the time, without my ever noticing.


a shift in focus—
the whole room reflected
in a flower’s vase

—M.D.M.



For a moment, time stood still. Then I grabbed my pencil and managed a few more quick notes before Carol called a halt to this part of the session.

What happened during that moment when time stood still? In the thinking part of my mind, nothing much happened at all. Today my mind easily makes a connection between the flower, the vase, and all of God’s creation. I think about how my attention is usually drawn away by one thing after another—some beautiful, others not so beautiful. Life’s little details consume my thoughts and distract me from this different way of seeing, a way that shows all of creation contained and reflected in each individual part of creation. Including me. I think about how I can look, and look, and see so much and still not see the whole, until a change in focus makes me sit up straight, revealing the truth of what’s been right in front of me all along.

But at that particular moment, I wasn’t thinking at all. I was completely taken up in feelings—a mixture of surprise, delight, even awe. For a flash of time, I felt the underlying unity of all things. Then the moment passed, and I started writing again.

I didn’t know it, but I was having a “haiku moment”—a moment when the mind stops and the heart moves.

After the exercise, Carol introduced us to haiku. We read examples from the Japanese masters, and she described the form as it’s usually written in English: a short three-line poem that conveys feeling through imagery, rather than through abstract ideas or opinions. We read examples that were structured in three lines of five, seven, and five syllables, and we read others that were shorter and less formally structured. Then she set us out to write some haiku from the material we had generated in our exercises.

From the beginning, I loved writing haiku. I quickly bonded to writing verse in this ordered way. I’d dabbled in poetry before, but always felt inadequate to the task. Trying to write poetry with meter, I ended up producing convoluted phrases that did not say what I meant to say. Adding rhyme only made it worse. But when I abandoned meter and rhyme to try to write free verse, the result was no better. Without a structure, I had no idea where to end my lines and usually broke them off wherever it looked good to me on the page. A little instruction would have helped, but then the fear factor kicked in. Intimidated by “real poets” and afraid to be the most clueless person in the room, I steered clear of poetry-writing classes.
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haiku moment: a moment when the mind stops and the heart moves





It took years for me to wake up to the idea that being clueless was nowhere near the problem it had seemed. In fact, when it comes to learning something new, cluelessness turns out to be the perfect and only place to start. So if you have come to this book curious about writing haiku but uncertain about your own poetic experience or abilities, take heart. You are exactly where you need to be, and you have just the tools you need to begin writing haiku as part of your spiritual practice.
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When it comes to learning something new, cluelessness turns out to be the perfect and only place to start.






That night in Carol’s class, I wrote my first haiku and had fun doing it. Mysteriously, I don’t have these haiku anymore. Working on this introduction, I dug through my files and found the one marked “Carol Light’s Poetry Class.” It contains the course syllabus, instructions for exercises, and the poems I wrote from later exercises. But for some reason, it contains none of the haiku from that first night. I can’t find them anywhere. This is odd, because I’m a packrat about my own writing. I still have yellowed, handwritten short stories from elementary school.

So, I wrote the above poem, “a shift in focus,” today while remembering my haiku moment. The memory brought the image to mind, and with the image came a return of surprise, delight, and awe.

To remember the moment but lose the poem is oddly appropriate in a book about writing haiku. In haiku, it is the moment, not the poem, that really matters.

Examples in This Book

Over centuries of a long and illustrious tradition of Japanese poetry, haiku emerged as a distinct form of verse with well-established conventions. As the form continues to develop and evolve in Japan and around the world, its definition has been the source of much lively discussion. Examples in this book include poems that adhere closely to the conventions of the classical haiku form, as well as many that take a more freewheeling approach. (For more about the history and conventions of the haiku form, see chapter 3, “A Companionable Form.”)

For haiku written and published in the West, conventions in matters such as capitalization, punctuation, and syllable count have evolved quite a bit since the form was first translated into English in the latter years of the nineteenth century. You will see a wide range of styles represented in this book.

When I took Carol’s class, she advised us not to let the syllable count take control. Brevity is the heart and soul of haiku, and she suggested that if we found ourselves tempted to add a syllable for no better reason than to get to seventeen, we should resist the temptation.

I heard her advice, but did not take it to heart, at least not at first. I liked pressing up against the 5-7-5 syllable form. Fitting my words into that simple structure helped me tighten and polish the imagery without getting all tied up in knots. At the same time, the form provided a plausible reason to end one line, start another, and finally end the poem. It made me feel competent. Heck, I knew what a syllable was, and I could count up to five, and seven, and five again! Yet, over the years since taking Carol’s class, I have found myself paying more attention to the moment at hand in writing my haiku, and less attention to the number of syllables in a line, finally embracing Carol’s advice about not letting the 5-7-5 form make the poem longer than it needs to be.
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In haiku, it is the moment, not the poem, that really matters.






As I continue to play with and expand my haiku experience, I enjoy trying new techniques, reading haiku by different writers, and sharing haiku experiments with others. More recently, I have begun writing verses in response to passages from scripture, and I now lead workshops on the technique. These workshops remain one of my favorite ways to write haiku. Starting with a passage from scripture or sacred poetry, we write individual poems, and we also pass words and themes from the passage around the circle, creating group poems of linked verse. Each person’s response to the passage is unique, rising out of that person’s matchless life and spirit. In the linked verse, both our individuality and our deep communion find voice. Some of the examples you’ll see in this book were written in those workshops. A few are the first haiku—or even the first poem—that some people have ever written.
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Brevity is the heart and soul of haiku.






When I launched my website, In the Courtyard, at www.inthecourtyard.com, I decided to include a page for haiku. Each month I post a brief passage from scripture or other sacred text and invite readers to send their haiku responses, which I then post with the passage. I receive verses from friends, from people who’ve taken my workshops, and from far-flung web pilgrims who happen upon the page and like the practice. Some examples in this book are from people who have posted their haiku on my website.

Thanks to the generosity of accomplished poets and translators, this book also includes a broad range of examples written by haiku poets of the past and present. In my hometown, I have been blessed to find the Port Townsend Haiku Club, where I have met able poets who, in their devotion to the craft, show just what goes into writing well-made, moving, and transformative haiku. You’ll find some of their work represented in these pages. I’ve also included a number of my own haiku that illustrate how haiku has become part of my spiritual practice.

The haiku form developed in Japan, where Shinto and Buddhism are the two major religions. While I am a Christian, and my own practice is grounded in the Episcopal Church, I have seen that writing haiku touches a human longing that lies deep within all great faith traditions: the need to find our place in the world, to feel in our hearts our relationship to each other and to all of creation. Writing haiku is compatible with any approach for a deeper inner life, and for that reason, this book contains examples drawn from a variety of faith traditions—including the time-honored tradition of taking a long walk and paying attention.


Unchurched, still I turn
when the meadowlark
begins to sing

—CARL MAYFIELD



If you practice within a faith tradition, I hope you find examples here that you can use within the context of your faith, as well as examples from other traditions that illuminate the common path we all take together. For those outside traditional religious community, I hope the examples from faith traditions will bring the depth of the centuries to your personal spiritual practice.

Practices in This Book

At the end of each chapter, you will find suggestions for ways to make the practice of writing haiku part of your spiritual life. Many of the practices can be completed by yourself; others are specifically designed as group activities. Even if you’ve never written a poem before, you can undertake these practices and have fun doing them, either on your own or with others.
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Capturing moments of deep feeling that make you feel alive and whole—moments that make you aware of holiness—is a way to relate to the Creative Spirit through the “now” of this moment.




As you enter this book, and begin or extend your own haiku practice, the images and connections that come out of your imagination will be expressions of your creative self, showing that you are made in the image of the Spirit that creates all things. Capturing moments of deep feeling that make you feel alive and whole—moments that make you aware of holiness—is a way to relate to the Creative Spirit through the “now” of this moment, just as it is. In writing and sharing your haiku, I hope you will experience a deepening relationship with the Spirit as it lives and breathes in the world, in those around you, and in you.

	
CHAPTER ONE

The Heart of a Moment




the distant mountain
reflected in his eyes …
dragonfly

—Kobayashi Issa (1762–1826)



A haiku expresses the heart of a moment in a few brief lines. Using images and senses, a haiku brings feeling to life.

A haiku is a form of instant communion. A haiku involves an exchange of sensory experience: taste and touch, bread and wine. In haiku, the experience is shared in a few brief words, offering both the feeling of the moment and the insight that we are not alone.

Mysteriously, words that evoke deep feelings are usually not about emotions or big ideas. Instead, they are most often about the world around us: physical things that can be seen, touched, tasted, smelled, or heard. To carry its feeling across time, a haiku offers not the idea of an experience, but the experience itself.


Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good.

—GENESIS 1:3–4A



When the Creative Spirit speaks, things come into being: light, sky, earth, seas, plants, the sun and the moon, all living creatures, and time itself. A haiku speaks in the language of creation: the language of images and senses, of the natural world, of things as they are. Writing a haiku is a way to re-create the essence of a moment and allow it to touch our hearts anew. In this way, we become a conduit for the Creative Spirit—listening, feeling, responding, and passing on the mystery of life.

Alive in the Moment

Although I did not start writing haiku until my middle years, I did discover the joy of recording life’s moments and feelings at a young age. It happened when my high school English teacher, Mr. Edler, gave us an assignment to hand in every Friday at least one paragraph about our lives during the previous week. He called it “keeping a journal.”
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A haiku speaks in the language of creation.





I had tried diary writing before without ever managing to complete a whole month, let alone a whole year. But right away this journal writing felt different, and the difference sprang from having an audience. Mr. Edler returned our entries with an occasional note written in the margin—a comment, a question, or encouragement to write more. Suddenly, my observations and internal musings actually had meaning outside my own hormone-addled brain. Within a few weeks, I was taking paper and pencil with me wherever I went. By the end of the ten-week term, my journal was nearly one hundred pages long and my life as a writer had changed for good.


new pond—
the first tadpole
wriggles over clean stones

—CHRISTOPHER HEROLD



When I revisited the pages of this journal recently, an entry from February 1968 caught my attention:


I have been told that being young is “special.” I hope not, because I never want to lose what I have now.

I look at the sky, and blue or gray or white—it’s beautiful. Then I look down at where the horizon meets the sky, and even though it has different colors and shapes, the earth has the same beauty. People and cats and cement and chairs and food and business suits and white hose and everything. They’re all the same. Do you understand? [Note: This was 1968, and just about every girl I knew owned at least one pair of white hose.]

But there are other times when everything is ugly and dingy and old. Walking to town along the railroad tracks, I look down at the movie theatre and the five-and-dime, and all the stores are shaped in grotesque and ridiculous forms. It is like a tiny fantasy world of gnomes and distorted fairies.

And then I am depressed and everything is very bad.

It’s not like that all the time, but it is sometimes.

So when they tell me that being young is “special,” does that mean that when I grow up only beautiful things will be beautiful and only ugly things will be ugly? Does it mean that I will reach a norm in how I feel, so that sometimes I may feel a little better or worse, but there will never be ecstasy or hell?

Hell is no fun, but it is good for thinking. I can think best when I am in hell.



I read those words with mixed feelings and a twist of the heart. On the one hand, young Margaret’s qualms about the future are on target, or nearly on target: the highs and lows have evened out. Though ecstasy and hell have not completely disappeared, they now come more often in glimpses and moments, almost never in the endless drowning waves of youth. What she was afraid of losing has been nearly lost.

Yet I do not want to go back. I am happy to be off the roller coaster of youth. I am grateful to be trundling along in my well-used but fairly reliable station wagon of middle age. I want to tell young Margaret that it is not so bad to grow up, and that even fleeting glimpses of heaven and hell carry great and lasting gifts, and that you do not have to be depressed in order to think interesting thoughts.

What I do want back—the loss that twists my heart—is her youthful ability to be engaged in life, moment to moment, in a way that hardly feels possible anymore.


A haiku is … a hand beckoning, a door half-opened, a mirror wiped clean. It is a way of returning to nature, to our moon nature, our cherry blossom nature, our falling leaf nature, in short, to our Buddha nature.

—R. H. BLYTH



I want the experience of being alive in this moment, and I want to know I am having it. The breeze on my skin. Air moving in and out of my lungs. Light in the trees. The songs of birds. A human touch, skin to skin. I want these things because I know now, after more than a half century of living, that in these simple, ordinary moment-to-moments, the Sacred comes out to play. It is in the air, the light, and the song that heaven makes a home. To have the experience of this moment, and to know I’m having it, is to be alive with the One who made the moment.
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To have the experience of this moment, and to know I’m having it, is to be alive with the One who made the moment.



While I was busy growing up, something in me fought against that kind of life. Even today, something wants to mask the moment, soften its edges, turn aside. Over the years, that something has grown adept at getting what it wants. Now I find myself stuck with habits of inattention that must be faced down simply to have this moment of life.

For example, I like to eat food with lively flavors, so that’s the kind of food I cook for myself. Then, as often as not, I read a book or magazine through the meal, diverting my attention from the savor of the moment. At the end of lunch, I can hardly say what I ate or how it tasted. Wise people advise me to stop reading while I eat and pay attention to my food. So I do that and appreciate the benefits, for a while. Then I find myself reading at mealtime again. What can I say? I like to read while I eat!
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One way to have the experience of life in this moment, and to know you’re having it, is to write it down.



Lately, I have been trying this approach: read a paragraph, then stop reading, take a bite, look up, and focus on my taste buds. Look around the room and out the window. Chew, swallow, then look down, and read another paragraph. Repeat until final paragraph, or until plate is empty. I have not yet mastered the technique, but it shows promise.

Ignoring the food I love is only one example among many distractions I throw between me and the moment—all the while longing for engagement in life.

How do I break through the shell of years to experience the essence of life today? I consult the expert: young Margaret and her high school journal. Reading those words written long ago, I feel again the pain and joy of young life. What is more, I can tell how these feelings are carried to me across the decades because they are evoked by particular words on the page. They ride along with the cats, cement, chairs, food, business suits, and white hose. They come out of the storefronts in a tired old Midwestern town, seen from a rise and imagined as a fantasy world of gnomes and distorted fairies. It is in those images and senses, noted and written down long ago, that life moves across time and distance to touch my heart today. As a result, I have the experience of being alive, and I know it.

One way to have the experience of life in this moment, and to know you’re having it, is to write it down—its physical truth—as simply and directly as you can. Write it down not for your eyes alone, but to be shared.
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Writing haiku offers the chance to honor, hold, and fully experience a fleeting moment that takes you out of yourself.



You might write it down to share the moment with a friend, or with any other person who is open to entering into the feelings of the moment with you.

Your audience might be you at an unknown future date—older, changed in some ways and just the same in others, but still glad to remember this moment and share its life again.

Or your audience might be the Creative Spirit itself, the One who makes both you and each moment.

In short, you could write a haiku. And trust me, you can. Even if you have never written a poem in your life, you can write a haiku. Haiku writing is like low-tech instant messaging: it’s in the “now,” easy to share with others, and a great way to practice saying more with less.

A Shock of Recognition

Writing haiku offers the chance to honor, hold, and fully experience a fleeting moment that takes you out of yourself, a moment that hints at the deeper unity that lies beneath the surface of things.
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