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Mission 

To transcend the wastelands of this lost civilization,
        this murderous world of tasers, smart bombs,
        full metal vests and drones.
To engender on earth
        the new world beauty already alive
        in our heads and hearts.

Incantation 

Will words make the way
bearable?
Will they build the ark, 
carry us through this flood to Dawn?

Will they soar, lift us out 
of this red sea?

Will words, in short,
keep us alive?
Let us call them once more.
Take pen,
faith,
despair,
love,
and pray again.
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Meridian, Miss., August, 1964

Disintegrating bodies in black plastic bags
disdain the plump fingers,
    the sags of over-fed stomachs,
    prudent police in burnished holsters
doing their unpleasant duty,
sheepishly,
beneath the American flag.

Fourteen or fifteen years ago,
Chaney, Schwerner and Goodman
Sat tennis-shoed and tee shirted,
    learning how Our Forefathers founded this land
    for freedom’s sake. 
And they believed.

Have left us now bereaved
and impotent.
Weeping over our Donne and Herbert and T.S. Eliot
Weeping into microphones of mass media.
Weeping at the sight of Goldwater’s golden tan. 
Weeping
Weeping

Gloria (third from left) 
at the Conference 
on Black Literature 
at Highland Park 
Community College 
in the 1980s.  
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Black Women’s Affirmation

Can you destroy
the cycle of day and night,
the seasonal flight of birds south?

Yesterday, today and tomorrow,
we go on choosing life.
What do you propose?
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Selma, 1965  

Amid the ghosts of civil rights marchers
in Selma
in the summer so hot,
the children sang in the paths
of the afternoon showers,
“Before I’d be a slave,
I’d be buried in my grave ...”
From the freedom school window, 
we watched them come
across the lawns of the housing project,
down the rain-rutted, dirt roads, 
through the puddles waiting cool for bare feet.
(Touch the dripping bush, break a leaf and smell the
pungency of green.)
They were tattered angels of hope, 
plaits caught at odd angles
and standing indignantly, 
a ripped hem hanging like a train,
grey knees poking through denim frames.
Dancing the whole trip,
they performed their historic drama 
against the set of their 
wet brick project homes.

Civil Disobedience in My Blood
A Rap against Fascism

The authorities are fascist,
say we’re never gonna win.
They’ve closed off all the exits,
and they’re digging graves again.
Never mind, I know I gotta be true to my kin:
Malcolm, Lumumba, Fannie Lou, too.
They’re watchin’ from afar,
so what can I do?
When you come from this line of furious folk, 
you really cannot change it, 
ain’t about to rearrange it—
hey, I’m happy to proclaim:
I got civil disobedience in my blood, 
I got civil disobedience in my blood, 
I got civil disobedience in my blood, 
I got civil disobedience in my blood.

(Repeat and improvise.) 
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Each Generation Must  
Discover Its Mission
(For Frantz Fanon) 

Can’t you see the distance is long
and the search prolonged anguish?
It may be you will not see the Dawn
and the first sunlight of Day.
What do you say to this possibility?
Can you say, “Yes, that is possible!”
And struggle on in the dark?
Can you accept the questions unanswered,
your mouth frozen as you shape the words?
Perhaps you, in this time, have no words to utter,
only the deep groan of longing
pouring out of the heart, 
flowing like a blood river. 

Seed of the People’s New Life 

When she has come of age,
she knows it. 
The earth feels solid beneath her feet
and there’s brown joy in walking, 
a rhumba of undulating hips and strong legs.
Moving to ancestral beat, 
she be walkin’ in rhythm 
with the people’s music—
they all be singin’ their hearts out 
and she be travellin’ right ’long with ’em.

When she has come of age,
all reality is penetrable,
all doors open, 
and death just another door
at the end. 

Only life to live.
Only a people to create.
When she has come of age, 
she carries in her the seed
of the people’s new life. 
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For Uri At 16

Though your stretching toward manhood
    has not been without pain—
    father gone, mother tired—
you have risen, a golden presence
    in our midst.

You know the Good,
recognize the Madness,
and move through them both, 
floating on your broad smile, 
confidence stored in your strong back.

Your eyes flash insight into a world
    we will not know.
You engage the difficult as readily as the easy, 
    not baffled by mechanical complexity or
    friends’ confusion. 
We have watched you recover from intermittent
    fumbles with an athlete’s courage;
    observed you dance with fervor,
    caught the first glimpses of your youthful 
    wisdom. 

Fourth generation son Africa, 
You give life to many ancestral shades. 
They swing happily forward
    on the energy of your long stride. 

 Whether it’s teaching in the classroom, her 
poetry, or just showing up at community meetings 
with her voice, my mom has been trying to touch 
the world since she got here. I’ve watched her my 
whole life, for more than 50 years. Her activism, 
her art, it’s all one.

—	�URI HERU HOUSE
Gloria’s son 
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Fourth Decade

fully into my fourth decade, 
i have wrapped myself in my people’s essence, 
learned to wear Africa’s stole 
of dark, soft energy like night vapors 
      rising from rainsoaked furrows; 

have understood Africa’s ancient elegance, 
learned to delight in this vibrating 
      force field of ancestors about me, 
      my invisible escorts, 
to relish their discreet company 
and hold close my circle of heritage 
as some women cling to costly fur. 
 
i feel fine—as my grandmother used to say, 
big legs strutting to church in deaconess white 
      on Tampa Sundays—
yes, suh, i feel just fine, 
fully into my fourth decade. 
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What Is Left?

The seventies are curious years.
They confuse and challenge.
We have lived the long arc of life, but 
we are still alive.

If we turn to face life’s end,
we may be consumed in that irresistible light.
So we proceed
by backing up,
as a devotee backs from an altar,
towards death,
one step at a time, 
while tending to
what is left.

What is left?
To perceive love’s revelations.
To pray for the children.
To touch the sick, the lost, the lonely. 
To hear the wind’s words.
To be rocked by the river’s rhythms,
Though we are far from shore.
To greet sleep in joyful abandon to each day’s exhaustion.
To rise with questions and await their answers. 

Sixty

Sixty is far sweeter
than sixteen!
You have survived
a near-century of silly 
to arrive at serene—
a lean plateau,
removed from nuisance and nonsense,
from which you view 
a new
landscape, through which 
you will not careen,
but move in measured steps
to seventy and whatever 
lies beyond. 
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That Ray of Sunlight

Seek your sanity 
in little things—
clearing lint from the carpet,
celebrating that tidy stack of books and newspapers,
dishes washed and waiting to be put away.

Elude madness
staring at that triangle of river
you drink every morning from the balcony.

Dress your wounds
With cello salve
and gauze of gardenia breezes.

Secure your sanity in that ray of sunlight
heating the window pane. 

Gloria with writer 
Mari Evans.  
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Warning to Writers

Writing your soul
will sear streaks
on the white bond,
and the hot glare
emanating from the page
may blind you.

Writing your soul
will sentence you to such silence
you will be thankful
for the soft splatter of rain on the roof,
the creaking of the old house
in the darkness, the city’s hum just 
before daylight.

Yes, writing your soul
will leave its scar,
render you
the incarnate question mark
that startles and stings.

Gloria accepting the 
2019 Kresge Eminent 
Artist Award. 
PHOTO: PATRICK BARBER
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As long as corporate lies grow more preposterous 
        as their profits explode;

So long as all these outrages persist, 
        we will occupy the streets.

We will occupy the only territory left to us:
        The ground of human dignity,
        The terrain of truth-telling,
        The battle field of “no justice, no peace,”
        No justice, no peace!
        No justice, no peace!

No Justice, No Peace
Martin Luther King Day Rally
Central United Methodist Church
Detroit
January 16, 2012

As long as there are homeless women
        huddled against steaming grates in winter streets;

Long as there are babies whose bodies are lifeless
        from hunger;

Long as our children sit vacant-eyed and sullen 
        in what used to be schools;

As long as hundred of thousands of our youth spend
        their most vital years behind bars
        because the rules of the country of their birth
        have contrived it so;

As long as our homes go up in accidental fires in winter
        because corporations have privatized the Earth’s energy;

So long as we die of chronic illnesses and much too soon
        because health care is preserved for the rich;

As long as we are turned out of work so that workers abroad
        may be forced into slavery for pennies;
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We Will Stand

Ruthlessly removed from the lands of their birth, 
Brought here against their will, 
our ancestors chose to survive—
though the days they endured were deadly. 
Through centuries of degradation, 
they kept choosing to root themselves in the soil of a legacy
that could not be wrenched from them, 
a memory of how to stand
in the earth of humanity, to hold their footing
in the ground of Love that sustains everything.

They lifted their voices with tenacity and determination:
We shall not
We shall not
We shall not be moved! 
We shall not
We shall not be moved! 
Like a tree planted by the water
We shall not be moved! 

We have chanted those words in our spirits over generations, 
longing for freedom, 
for a place where we could feel the earth’s throbbing beneath our feet, 
and release the bone-deep trepidations 
buried in us by centuries of terror. 
We sang against lynchings by Klansmen, 
Southern sheriffs and other “guardians” of society.
Moving North, we believed, ballot in hand, 
we could join the ranks of the free. 
We sang. 

Gloria on the set of 
An American Mosaic, 
a television program 
she co-designed 
about cultures 
which had been 
misrepresented in 
traditional history 
courses. 
In this image she and 
her colleague David 
Jacobs (at left) are 
interviewing Vine 
Deloria Jr. (at right), 
a Native American 
writer and historian.
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Who recognizes evil in khaki slacks, navy sports coat and tie?
Who can grasp quickly that those appearing so familiar
mean to scatter us to the wind—
without work, without food, without homes? 
Who can take that in?
Hard to fathom though this new treachery may be, 
we must be clear-eyed and resolute. 

We must sing our song again
and summon the will to stand
like those proud 19th Century African men and women in Detroit,
who, in the face of relentless intimidation,
built churches and schools and mutual aid societies, 
and harbored those running to Canada for freedom;
like the sweet doctor, Ossian, who said I will defend my home 
from organized violence;
like our grandfathers and fathers, who fought for dignity in the plants,
and the right to unionize to protect the value of their labor; 
like all the freedom fighters who made the way for us in this city,
we must stand.

We must keep on choosing to root ourselves in the soil of that legacy 
that cannot be ripped out of us, a memory
of how to stand in the earth of our humanity, 
to hold our footing in the ground of Love that sustains everything,
and stand like a tree planted by the water, 
like Detroiters of old, 
like the people of a city planted by the water.
We shall not be moved.
We will stand.
We will stand.
We will stand.

Those words resounded fifty years ago, 
against hosings and dogs and billy clubs, 
with our blood running in the streets and the jails.
In the aftermath of assassinations and other horrors, 
we retreated into the solace and consolation of those words,
and found the courage to move on. 

Now, here in our city, Detroit,
distinguished by its reliable, ingenious workers, 
its brilliant political theorists, organizers and visionaries
who have led the nation; 
by its geniuses in music and other arts, 
who have inspired the world,
by the people’s pride in home and neighborhood,
here they intend to dispossess us of the city we know and love. 

They have carved out the heart of it for their own pleasure,
and left the rest to wasteland. 
By any devious ploy, they intend to take the river and the lakes—
all the water. 
They will take the cultural treasures;
they will appropriate the artists, 
lure them from the path of truth;
they have bought the politicians and the preachers;
they will write the lies and hand them to the news editors to print;
they have taken our schools and devastated our children;
they intend to silence the righteous.
In a strategic, corporate terrorism,
they intend to leave us hanging in air,
uprooted, displaced. 
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untitled 
a poem by SONIA SANCHEZ, for Gloria House 
July 2017

Picture a woman
walking on freedom legs
a sea spray of life ...

Picture her writing
with seditious eyes
loud with life prints ...

Picture her
painting rainbows on a 
summer-bent people ...

Picture her rotating 
the earth with new words
calling people to be ...

Picture a Sister
Gloria woman tattooing us
with rainbow flesh ...

Picture us listening 
To her words ... calling all people
towards new lives becoming ...

Picture a prayer
this woman poet
blessing our eyes. M
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Gloria with her 
granddaughter Isis 
(left), her son Uri and 
her daughter-in-law 
Andrea.
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