Maryann Calabrese

“Poetry invites wonder, elicits praise,
and even dares to try
to capture the mystery of it all.”

The Night Bloom
We sat, cocooned,
in the summer’s steamy haze,
night sounds muffled
conversation stilled
waiting.
It would be this night.
The tear-drop shaped bud
millimetered toward blossom
as we sat
waiting.
Its hypnotic hours-long labor
eliminated any
activity but his insistent
waiting.
In mid-night
the bud turned toward
a night-sun even we could not perceive
through this web of
waiting.
The mysterious star’s rays
summoned the cereus forth
unhurriedly opening
before our eyes
hallowing our
waiting.
Petals splayed
erupted scent
breaking the spell.
Night creatures’ ‘hallelujahs’
celebrate the end of our
waiting.

Maryann Calabrese

Greetings Poets, and Appreciators of Poetry,
Poet Maryann Calabrese is a sister with the Congregation de Notre Dame. I
was introduced to her poetry during our inaugural Art & Text exhibit at the
library. She had submitted a few poems, and her beautiful poem, “The Night
Bloom,” was unanimously selected for inclusion in our December, 2019
display of twelve poems and twelve works of art.
Beth Marie Reifers is a local artist who was selected for the show. We
assigned her Maryann’s poem on which she was asked to create a brand new
work of art. The result? This gorgeous 20X20 acryllic on canvas!

Beth Marie Reifers

Night-blooming Cereus

Maryann’s waiting for the cereus to bloom that night is
emblamatic of her strong faith, and devotion. I have always been
intrigued by devotion. There is something beautiful—and pure—
in a holy commitment. Though I do not belong to any specific
religious order, myself—and tend to follow more in the steps of
poet John Clare, who said “The fields are my church”—or my own
dear Grandpa Bill, who would say “One can talk to God in a
boat”— I understand sanctity.
Gerard Manley Hopkins (1884-1889) was a Jesuit Priest, and is
one of my favorite poets. His highly skilled and sensitive work was
influential to me as a young girl. It expresses—in part— intense
wonder, awe, and appreciation for the natural world.

I hope you enjoy my interview with Maryann as much as I did!
Also, please continue to enjoy Poems to a Listener:

Poet Linda Gregg, with interviewer Henry Lyman, 1992

All my best,
Sally
Sally Nacker
Reference Library Assistant
Seed Library, Seed Club, Gardening Lecture Series,
Exploring Our Natural World Lecture Series
Norwalk Public Library
1 Belden Avenue
Norwalk, CT 06850
snacker@norwalkpl.org

Sally’s Interview with Maryann Calabrese

Sally: Hi Maryann! Thanks for talking with me today. I
understand you are a member of the Sisters of the Congregation de
Notre Dame. Could you tell us a little bit about your religious
vocation, and the work you do?

Maryann: The Congregation of Notre Dame (CND) is a community
founded by St. Marguerite Bourgeoys in Montreal, Canada, in 1658. A
true pioneer, St. Marguerite was the first teacher in the nascent colony in
Montreal, then called Ville Marie.
Our mission of liberating education—in its many forms— contributes to
the transformation of society in view of a more just and humane world.
In recent years we have come to recognize our interdependence with the
entire universe, an interconnectedness that urges us daily to collaborate
in safeguarding and entering into communion with all God’s creation,
and challenges us to participate fully in shaping our planetary future.
We are especially mindful of transforming the lives of those who are
poor, and on the peripheries of our society.
Nearly forty years ago, I was attracted to the CND by the lively
and beautiful expression the sisters gave to this evolving vision of
mission. I had lived abroad and worked as a missionary in Kenya,
and God knew I was searching for a home where my heart would
rest and my energies would be directed in the way God knew
best. As a CND I have taught students from Grade 4 -12 religious
studies, served as parish pastoral minister, and— for the last
fifteen years— my ministry has been as a chaplain.
Each expression my ministry has taken has had the effect of
deepening my personal relationship with God, and my desire
to help nurture that relationship for/with others.

Sally: On reading your poem in our 2019 Art & Text exhibit at
the library, “The Night Bloom,” I sense that you feel a connection
with the natural world. Can you elaborate on that?
Maryann: I grew up in a rather rural small town in Northern
New Jersey. We lived on the edge of a wood and near the river
in which we learned to swim. The outdoors was our playground
but also a source of reflectiveness, what I would now call
meditation for me.
My sojourn in Kenya intensified my connection with nature and
the natural cycles that sustain life.

Waiting for the cereus to bloom that night has become emblematic,
I think, of not just a connection with the natural world but an
affinity with it. Giving myself over to simply watching the
blossom unfold heightened all my senses and I felt embraced by
warm Mother Earth.
I walk daily, and that feeling returns when I do so, mindfully, in
rhythm with birdsong, or stilled by the sight of wildflowers amidst
the tangled vines.
Sally: So beautifully put, Maryann! Would you say there is a tie
between your poetry, your love of nature, and your faith?
Maryann: Definitely! God is the source of life, creating and
sustaining life in ways both tangible and inscrutable; is the One
who walks nature’s journey – painful and joyous – with us. Poetry

invites wonder, elicits praise, and even dares to try to capture the
mystery of it all.
Sally: Are there any poets with whom you feel a deep connection?
Maryann: Emily Dickinson inspires me. She captures the
experience of my walks in her “Service of Song,” and meditation
in “ I Never saw a moor…”. Rumi’s “Looking for Your Face” for
me is easily an expression of the desire of union with the Creator
as it is with a lover. And John Shea’s reflection on Christmas
poinsettias in “How the Word Made Flesh Seeks the Salvation of
All” is a wonderful exercise in mindfulness.
Sally: Lovely poems! I love Dickinson’s 236 (I have never seen it
referred to as “Service of Song.” Thank you.):
Some keep the Sabbath going to Church –
I keep it, staying at Home –
With a Bobolink for a Chorister –
And an Orchard, for a Dome –
Some keep the Sabbath in Surplice –
I, just wear my Wings –
And instead of tolling the Bell, for Church,
Our little Sexton – sings.
God preaches, a noted Clergyman –
And the sermon is never long,
So instead of getting to Heaven, at last –
I’m going, all along.
Emily Dickinson (1830-1886)

How important would you say poetry is to you in your life?
Maryann: As children we had a ten-volume Children’s Classics in
our home library. The poetry volume was the most worn of the
bunch. One of my nieces doesn’t remember—but I do— her
fascination with Lewis Carroll’s Jabberwocky, included
in the book. How I practiced reading it aloud; how it fascinated
me that such nonsensical words could tell a story. Poetry does that.
It takes what is heartfelt, awesome, whimsical, mysterious and
sometimes nonsensical and weaves a story in an economy of words
and richness of their combination. It’s also non-judgmental –
“poetic license” being a gift for all aspiring writers.

Sally: I find a certain holiness in poetry, like I find in a tree. Do
you feel at all similarly?
Maryann: I do. I think it is hard to read a poem and not sense an
“otherness” about. Not about it, just “about,” around you;
wondering at the source, and being left to your own imagining.

Sally: Your biography for our 2019 Art & Text exhibit here at the
library states:

Her love for poetry is life-long and she has found writing
poetry a way of "leaning in" to those encounters with life
that touch her spirit most deeply.
Could you elaborate on “life-long,” and “leaning in?,” and
“encounters with life that touch her spirit most deeply?” As with so
much of what you say, this is so beautifully put!
Maryann: “Life-long” speaks to the fascination I described
above that began as a child. That someone could capture a sight,
feeling, experience so efficiently and beautifully and leave the
reader wondering…“leaning in” to the invitation poetry extends
to look again, more closely, and with attentiveness to what is
stirring when an encounter touches the fiber of my being.

Maryann Working on a Habitat for Humanity Project

Sparks
We are each,
according to Plato,
a spark of the divine madness.
The creator God
Holy Fool
dares to believe
we will enflame the world
with unstoppable goodness
boundless mercy
and indescribably joy.
Dare we disappoint
and risk not hearing
the divine laugh sound
deep within our very souls?

After a Lapse
When life replaces poetry
and first lines stand still on the page
events loom large,
stealing time
and draining spirit,
and fail to speak the truth
even of themselves
until, breathless,
the soul sighs ‘stop’
and rhythm returns
in the poet’s plunge into the now.

The Night Bloom (2)
A hot, humid summer night finds us keeping vigil.
This wake will bear fruit as an aromatic blossom responds to a celestial voice, and
captures the souls of its midwives.
They have but this night to keep it, tho’ its image
is embedded in the rich moist soil of my heart.
There will be other birth days on which to celebrate
the least sign of Your love.
“You who watched me when I was being formed in secret,
knitted together in the limbo of the womb.”

Thank you, Maryann!

Emily Dickinson’s Oak Tree

