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Now all who love the best, – 

Old and rebellious young, – 

Must contemplate the waste

Of countenancing wrong:

The human mired, the brute

Raised up to eminence, 

The mimic following suit

Until devoid of sense

The good becoming gross, – 

All this we may discern;

By slow degrees we learn 

The full extent of loss.

Though the small wit we have

May nullify belief,

The simple act can save 

The heritage of life.

With secrecy put by,

The heart grows less obtuse,

And fervency of eye

Is put to better use.

The impulse long denied,

The lips that never move,

The hatred and the pride, – 

These can be turned to love.

Now we must summon all

Our force, from breadth to length,

And walk, more vertical,

Secure in human strength.

Theodore Roethke (1908-1963) taught English and coached the varsity tennis team at the Pennsylvania State College from

1936 to 1943 and again for one year in 1948 after a period at Bennington College, Vermont.  From 1948 until his death, the poet lived

in or near Seattle and occasionally taught at the University of Washington, where he was given the honorary title of Poet in Residence. 

Beginning the with publication of his first book, Open House, in 1941, Roethke had a highly successful career that brought him a

Pulitzer Prize (for The Waking in 1953) and two National Book Awards (for Words for the Wind, which won six other poetry awards

in 1958, and The Far Field, published posthumously in 1964). His work has world-wide recognition, with translations of poems into

many languages.

“The Summons” was written for the Phi Beta Kappa Society chapter at the Pennsylvania State College in 1938 and records

Roethke’s passionate reaction to the political situation in Europe that led to the Second World War.  It is suggested that the poem be read

before a performance of the work or that the text be included in the program.
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© 1996 Bruce Trinkley

The Summons
Theodore Roethke (1908-1963) Bruce Trinkley

Phi Beta Kappa poem (1938)
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June 17, 1995  Taos, New Mexico

June 1994  Ucross Foundation, Wyoming


