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The 20th century American poet Jack Gilbert was a self-described “serious 
romantic” whose poems focus on experiences of love, loss, and grief. But he views these 
experiences not as the negative aspects of living a life that should be mostly positive, but 
rather as essential in themselves, even somehow beautiful.  

In his poem titled “Failing and Flying,” Gilbert comments upon the ancient myth 
of Icarus, who escaped from Crete using wings made of wax and feathers. When he flew 
too close to the sun, the wax melted, the wings disintegrated, and Icarus fell to his death. 
The myth is often invoked as a cautionary tale about being overly ambitious. 

Gilbert disagrees. In the poem, he writes: 
 

Everyone forgets that Icarus also flew. 
It's the same when love comes to an end, 
or the marriage fails and people say 
they knew it was a mistake, that everybody 
said it would never work. That she was 
old enough to know better. But anything 
worth doing is worth doing badly. 
 

The poem concludes: 
 
I believe Icarus was not failing as he fell, 
but just coming to the end of his triumph. 

 
In our reading for the morning, a poem titled “A Brief for the Defense,” Gilbert 

argues that the sorrows and horrors of life should prompt us to seek out experiences of 
delight, enjoyment, and gladness. He writes: 

 
Sorrow everywhere. Slaughter everywhere. If babies 
are not starving someplace, they are starving 
somewhere else. With flies in their nostrils. 
But we enjoy our lives because that's what God wants. 
Otherwise the mornings before summer dawn would not 
be made so fine… 
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If we deny our happiness, resist our satisfaction, 
we lessen the importance of their deprivation. 
We must risk delight. We can do without pleasure, 
but not delight. Not enjoyment. We must have 
the stubbornness to accept our gladness in the ruthless 
furnace of this world. To make injustice the only 
measure of our attention is to praise the Devil… 
We must admit there will be music despite everything. 
 

Gilbert’s poem reminds me of a famous poem by the celebrated American poet 
Elizabeth Bishop, who was no stranger to sorrow. She was well acquainted with grief. In 
her sonnet titled, “I Am in Need of Music,” she writes: 

 
I am in need of music that would flow 
Over my fretful, feeling fingertips, 
Over my bitter-tainted, trembling lips, 
With melody, deep, clear, and liquid-slow. 
Oh, for the healing swaying, old and low, 
Of some song sung to rest the tired dead, 
A song to fall like water on my head, 
And over quivering limbs, dream flushed to glow! 
 
There is a magic made by melody: 
A spell of rest, and quiet breath, and cool 
Heart, that sinks through fading colors deep 
To the subaqueous stillness of the sea, 
And floats forever in a moon-green pool, 
Held in the arms of rhythm and of sleep. 

 
I am in need of music, Bishop says, but not just any kind of music. When the sky 

is falling, and there’s sorrow and slaughter everywhere, when I am feeling fretful and 
trembling at the bitter taste of life, I am in need of a melody that is deep and clear, one 
that gives rest and healing, one that is old as death and as restful as sleep. Despite 
everything, there must be music. 

One kind of music that fulfills these requirements is blues music, whether sung 
by traditionalists like Robert Johnson and Koko Taylor or by revisionists such as Bonnie 
Raitt and Beth Hart. Blues music captures that healing swaying, old and low, that we 
need so desperately when life devastates us or other people disappoint us — or perhaps 
even more, the pain that engulfs us when we disappoint ourselves. The blues insist that 
life is hard, difficult. But the blues also insist that hard things come to us as signs that 
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we have engaged life at its highest and deepest. The blues would agree that Icarus was 
not failing as he fell; he was just coming to the end of his triumph. 

Another kind of music that engages both life’s soaring heights and its sorrowful 
depths is the Mass, which for more than 1,300 years has played a central role not only in 
Christian worship, but also in the culture of the West. In its original form, the Mass is a 
musical form of the Holy Communion service. The service includes the Kyrie (the text 
translates as Lord, have mercy upon us), the Gloria (Glory to God in the highest, and on 
earth peace to all those of good will), the Credo (I believe in one God, maker of heaven 
and earth, and all things visible and invisible, etc.), and the Sanctus (Holy, Holy, Holy, 
Lord God of Hosts). Many Masses also include the Agnus Dei (The Lamb of God, who 
takes away the sin of the world.) or the Benedictus (Blessed is the One who comes in the 
name of the Lord) or both. Our service today includes two movements from Bach’s B-
minor Mass, one coming just before my sermon and the other following immediately 
after. 

Over the years, however, the musical form of the mass has been repurposed by 
many different composers — believers and nonbelievers alike — for many different 
occasions. Last September, the contemporary American composer Sarah Kirkland 
Snider, who is in her 30s and was not raised Catholic, released to widespread acclaim 
her composition “Mass for the Endangered,” which is a prayer for wildlife on the planet. 
In 2008, the nine-time Grammy award-winning jazz composer Winton Marsalis 
composed “The Abyssinian Mass” for big band and gospel choir to celebrate the 200th 
anniversary of Harlem’s Abyssinian Baptist Church. In 1971, Leonard Bernstein 
composed his “Mass,” a musical theater work commissioned by Jacqueline Kennedy, 
choreographed by Alvin Ailey, and premiered at the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC. 
And so on.  

Why? What accounts for the continuing popularity of the Mass as a musical 
form? In Alain Botton’s book, The Art of Travel, he talks about the feeling we have when 
a landscape reminds us of our rightful place in the grand scheme of all creation. It is a 
feeling, he says, generated by a valley created four hundred million years ago, by a 
granite mountain towering 10,000 feet over us, or by the erosion of millennia marked 
on the walls of a steep canyon, or by the vast expanse of a desert. These places, he says, 
“repeat in grand terms a lesson that ordinary life typically introduces viciously: that the 
universe is mightier than we are, that we are frail and temporary and have no alternative 
but to accept limitations on our will; that we must bow to necessities greater than 
ourselves.”  

Botton concludes, “This is the lesson written into the stones of the desert and the 
ice fields of the poles. So grandly is it written there that we may come away from such 
places not crushed but inspired by what lies beyond us, privileged to be subject to such 
majestic necessities. The sense of awe may even shade into a desire to worship.” 

The power of the Mass as a musical form, in my view, comes not only from the 
musical rhythm that emerges from notes on a page, but also from the religious rhythm 
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that emerges when we experience life at its fullest — the rhythm of sorrow and 
celebration, of pain and promise, of failure and forgiveness, of obligation and awe. 
When we look at the grand sweep of life, we understand that the principal themes of the 
Mass — Kyrie, Gloria, Credo and Sanctus — point toward experiences that are universal.  

The first beat in the rhythm of life is Kyrie, which is a cry for mercy or pity. Each 
of us inevitably encounters times when we are overwhelmed. Life can be difficult and 
painful, and often is. Sometimes people we love die — our children or parents or spouses 
or lovers. Sometimes we or those we care about fall ill or fall on hard times in other 
ways. Sometimes we lose our way in life, betraying our best intentions and 
disappointing people who depend on us. No matter how fortunate and healthy and well-
connected and well-heeled a person may be, nothing can insulate anyone from the harsh 
realities of life. Sometimes, when life is tough, the only way we can respond is to plead 
for mercy. 

The second beat in the rhythm of life is Gloria, which means praise. It expresses a 
sense of being awestruck by the splendor of what we see and hear and feel — and 
responding almost spontaneously with a word of praise. I say, praise Bach and 
Palestrina and Etta James. Praise the planet Saturn and the Andromeda Galaxy. Praise 
the poetry of Jericho Brown and Elizabeth Bishop. Praise things born of the earth 
inexplicably: chanterelle mushrooms and irises. Praise pure water and fresh air. Praise 
my fierce love for my wife and my daughter. Praise that they love me back.  

The third beat in the rhythm of life is Credo, which means I believe. The Latin 
word credo usually appears in our language as the word creed, such as the Apostles 
Creed used by most Christians in their worship. But the Latin word credo may have been 
derived from two other Latin words, cor, meaning heart, and do, from the verb meaning 
to give. In its original meaning, cor-do may well have meant “I give my heart.” To 
believe in something, on these terms, is to give your heart to it.  

In my view, a credo is not primarily about whether you believe the Bible is true, 
or God is spirit, or the earth is round. It is about what you aspire to give your heart to. A 
credo is an ideal we set for ourselves, a goal by which we measure our conduct and our 
accomplishments. Because it emerges from the depths of our hearts, it defines who we 
are — not by specifying our beliefs, but by revealing the choices we have made about 
how we intend to live. The need to express ourselves in this way may initially emerge as 
we experience the wonder of life — its grandeur and vast possibilities. This feeling 
becomes religious when it is accompanied by a sense of duty to the larger life that we 
share.  

The fourth beat in the rhythm of life is Sanctus, which means holy. It conveys a 
sense of reverence for what Botton calls “necessities greater than ourselves.” He reminds 
us of the story in the Hebrew Bible about a man named Job, who was wealthy and 
blessed until suddenly all manner of bad things began happening to him. Job asks God 
why he has been made to suffer although he has been good. God replies, “Do not be 
surprised that things have not gone your way: the universe is greater than you…See how 
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small you are next to the mountains. Accept what is bigger than you and what you do 
not understand.”  

Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus: a plea for mercy, a word of praise, an 
acknowledgment of our duty, a sense of reverence. These moments open our lives to the 
pulse of the eternal. Whether you experience them by trekking through the desert or 
walking under the night sky, whether by listening to the blues of Beth Hart or the mass 
of Sarah Kirkland Snider, I hope you find a rhythm that resonates with life at its fullest. 

For my part, I’m with Elizabeth Bishop: 
 

There is a magic made by melody: 
A spell of rest, and quiet breath, and cool 
Heart, that sinks through fading colors deep 
To the subaqueous stillness of the sea, 
And floats forever in a moon-green pool, 
Held in the arms of rhythm and of sleep. 

 
 


