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from Mass for the Day of St. Thomas Didymus

Praise wet snow

falling early.
Praise the shadow
Cover Image: . . .
TopConcept my neighbor’s chimney casts on the tile roof
(Shutterstock) even this gray October day that should, they say,
have been golden.
Praise

the invisible sun burning beyond

the white cold sky, giving us
light and the chimney’s shadow.
Praise
god or the gods, the unknown,
that which imagined us, which stays
our hand,
our murderous hand,

and gives us

still,
in the shadow of death,

our daily life,

and the dream still
of goodwill, of peace on earth.
Praise
flow and change, night and
the pulse of day.

Denise Levertov
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for Dryden Community Choir, Rachel Dickenson conductor
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Composerly Thoughts about Praise Wet Snow Falling Early

In the wake of an adolescent double murder that deeply shook the small town of Dryden, NY,
freelance writer and amateur musician Rachel Dickinson responded in the most sensible way
possible. She founded a community choir.

Meanwhile ten miles away, [ hadn’t had a peaceful night of sleep in a few weeks. I was hugging my
children overtight and overlong. I found myself crying while washing lettuce or putting on my
shoes. When I read Rachel’s essay about the choir in our local paper, I knew I had to compose a
song for it.

Not just any song, of course. I told Rachel I wanted it to look at violence and still not lose faith in
humanity. She wasn’t entirely convinced but she too was a mom and creative artist, so she said she’d
trust me.

What was I thinking? I had no idea how to write such a song. I searched for a text for weeks. Finally
I came across an untitled Denise Levertov poem praising “that which stays our murderous hand.” I
immediately wanted to find a way to sing those words! At the same time, many things about the
poem were baffling. Why is the snow “wet” and “falling early”? Why doesn’t the poem just stop
when it gets to “peace on earth”? And what is it with that chimney?

I decided to set the poem anyway. I began to appreciate how Levertov’s momentary observation
evolves into a broader meditation on transcendence and hope. Observing her gently shifting images
of light, color and darkness, I abandoned “harmonic progressions” for something I called “harmonic
transformations.” After living with this poem for several weeks I had a realization that changed
everything: The poem was just a list of names for God. And what a God! This was no perfect,
pull-out-all-the-stops, adoration-seeker! This was a God that could be experienced through joys,
disappointments and disillusions alike. I wrote down all the names:

Snow (wet, falling earlier than expected)

My neighbor’s chimney’s shadow

This day (gray, even though it should have been golden)

The sun (which we can’t see) which gives us light and shadow
God, or the gods

The unknown

That which imagined us

That which stays our murderous hand

That which gives us (still, in the shadow of death) our daily life
10 That which gives us the dreams (still) of goodwill and of peace on earth
11. Flow and change

12. Night and day

o R

During the text permission process I had learned that the poem was actually titled “Gloria” but it
wasn’t until after the song was completed that I learned it was a movement from Levertov’s “Mass
for the Day of St. Thomas Didymus.” That’s Thomas Didymus as in “Doubting Thomas,” the guy
who famously wrestled with contradiction and doubt before finding his way to some sort of faith.
He’s often maligned for having insufficient faith, but I’'m rather fond of him. I believe he’s pretty
much like most of us, fumbling around looking for something we can believe in, and sometimes,
miraculously, catching a glimpse of it. At least he’s certainly like me.

© 2021 by Elizabeth Alexander
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