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Genuine Praise – Gwendolyn Brooks’ Message in “The Preacher Ruminates: Behind The Sermon”

“Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay His head.”  Perhaps Gwendolyn Brooks had these words of Jesus in mind when she sat down to write “The Preacher Ruminates: Behind the Sermon.”  And “perhaps” is an excellent word to categorize Brooks’ thoughts, because most of this poem is speculation.  Of course we don’t know exactly what God must be thinking, but this poem makes a good case for how the Lord might be feeling in response to the treatment His children give Him.  Brooks, undoubtedly the “preacher” and speaker of this poem, gives God a level of humanity and emotion to make the reader more readily sympathize with Him.


The first line of the poem breaks the mold of what the idea of God should be – He is the creator of the universe, yet Brooks speculates that He might be lonely.  Naturally, God shouldn’t be lonely, but Brooks asserts this point by suggesting “Nobody loves a master. No.” The extra “no” is reinforcement – Brooks is taking the opportunity early on to become snide and critical.  The rest of the poem becomes an attack on the behavior of those who “praise” him on Sundays.  The “bright dear-Lords” and “bright hosannas” are phrases often spoken by Sunday church goers, but Brooks’ point is that they’re overused and callous, without feeling, but said out of duty.  The reverence is “determined,” not genuine.  Brooks uses the term “Sunday eyes” to stress how these people merely have eyes for the Lord one day of the week.


Brooks makes it further clear in the second stanza that, for those who praise him, their faith is running dry.  It sets up a bizarre scene with the Lord “striding through the hall,” like a luxurious and upright King of a nation would, and His creation running out of “servant-corners” to praise Him.  The way the poem is laid out here indicates that the onlookers to this event are rushing to meet the Lord rather than being prepared – they had been hiding in their corners, and when the Lord comes, they simply turn around and acclaim, and shout out, His praises.  They dare not approach Him – instead, they appreciate Him from afar.  It is an impersonal affair, no one wishing to draw near to the Lord.  The term “merit’s glare,” is an interesting contrast of words: whereas a merit is considered a positive aspect, Brooks contrasts this characteristic of God with His “glare” – and especially supplemented with the following lines, Brooks is saying that this is merely a perception.  The people are not being glared at, necessarily, but that is how those who have come to worship Him see the Lord.


She seizes the opportunity, after setting up her perception of the dry and dutiful sacrifices made unto the Lord, to truly humanize Him.  Brooks suggests the possibility of walking with Him, taking His arm, slapping Him on the shoulder, buying Him something to drink, and even criticizing Him.  As naturally exalted as God is, these all seem like absurd suggestions, but Brooks wants the reader to understand, not that we should necessarily treat the Lord as an equal, but as a peer or a friend.  He has an arm, a shoulder, an ear, all physical characteristics of humans.  We can buy Him a Coke – and this isn’t to say that the Lord couldn’t spot the cost for Himself, but it’s the gesture that counts.  Basically Brooks wishes for us to actually hang out with God rather than the distant treatment suggested in the previous stanzas. Ironically, Christ (also God) came to earth as a human for us to make this association, yet Brooks insists that her readers still don’t “dare” take His arm.


Therefore, God is perceived as a lonely soul in heaven.  “Perhaps – who knows? – He tires of looking down.” Nobody knows.  Nobody wishes to approach God as a friend.  Brooks interjects the possibility that God would like a change.  Perhaps God wishes for someone to praise (indicated by the term “eyes…lifted”), or at least someone of equal measure to come alongside Him and just hang out with Him.  I suppose with the absence of a genuinely adoring body of believers, the Lord would probably be left “in solitude”; it would be as if He didn’t have a “hand to hold.” The idea is frigid and gloomy, but typically these are aspects of being alone, and even lonely.  Brooks makes it clear that the Lord probably does not desire this with this poem, and that perhaps His people should make a change.


Brooks was probably speaking to a congregation, denomination, or even the faith of Christianity altogether in her time with this poem, as a harsh warning, to wake up and make their faith genuine.  However, as a Christian, I recognize this trend and understand that this poem is undoubtedly a timeless piece, constantly asking us to examine where God is supposed to be in our priorities.

