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What Children Today Get

Tom Bergman

EDITORIAL

“No More Adventures in Wonderland” is the title of an October 9, 2011 article by 
Maria Tatar in The New York Times. She observes the centennial of the publica-
tion of J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan by noting that the antics that take place in Barrie’s 
Neverland (and the adventures of Alice in Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland) are not 
what we see in children’s literature today. 

Tatar remarks that these classic children’s tales do have villains, notably Cap-
tain Hook and the Queen of Hearts. But the villainy and violence in these fantasy 
lands is a far cry from what children today get.

“Children today get an unprecedented dose of adult reality,” says Tatar. They 
get Harry Potter books that are “largely about death,” words which Tatar attri-
butes to author J. K. Rowling herself. They get Philip Pullman’s trilogy “His Dark 
Materials” which Tatar describes as a rewriting of the Fall of Man in which “the 
disobedient, curious heroine seeks redemption by journeying to the desolate 
Land of the Dead. They also get ‘The Hunger Games.’” She adds:

Neither the Harry Potter books nor “His Dark Materials” has anything 
to equal the horrors of what Katniss Everdeen and Peeta Mellark suffer 
in Suzanne Collins’s wildly successful trilogy, “The Hunger Games.” 
Katniss must kill to survive in gladiator-like contests, and her victims 
are not the fabulous monsters of fairy tales or of Wonderland and Nev-
erland, but other children.

What do children today get? They get a knife-wielding killer on his way to the 
nursery to murder his fourth victim in the opening paragraphs of Neil Gaiman’s 
2009 Newbery winner The Graveyard Book. The book won a Newbery medal, 
on which are engraved the words, “For the most distinguished contribution to 
American literature for children.” This is what children today get in the most ac-
claimed, purportedly best literature for children. 

Tatar’s reaction is understandable. She misses the Alices and the Peter Pans, 
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the Wonderlands and Neverlands of children’s stories in the past. But—strange-
ly—she adds, “No one is about to slam the brakes on these new engines of sto-
rytelling, nor should they. There is much to say in favor of the move to obliterate 
the divide between books written for children and adult fiction.” 

Maria Tatar is a distinguished professor at Harvard where she teaches folklore 
and children’s literature. She is the editor of “The Annotated Peter Pan,” some-
thing similar to Martin Gardner’s classic-on-a-classic The Annotated Alice. If 
she laments the loss of the good old days of Peter Pan and Alice, should we do 
the same? If she likes the idea of obliterating the distinction between books for 
children and books for adults, should we do the same?

Our parents and teachers (and perhaps parent-teacher associations, too) 
should continue the good practice of maintaining awareness of what children 
today get in their literature. To that end, we include book reviews in each issue of 
Perspectives in Covenant Education. This issue includes a description and review 
of the “Hunger Games” trilogy. We hope that the review helps you to apply a Re-
formed perspective to a literary scene that’s becoming “curiouser and curiouser.”

The Van StrakenSprokstras 
Consider Cyber-what?

Doug Dykstra

Contribution

“Mr & Mrs. Van StrakenSprokstra, I feel we ought to discuss cyberbullying. It 
seems to have become a serious problem and your child is involved. I’m afraid 
it is affecting most of the students in the classroom. In fact, it almost seems as if 
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there is a battle going on out there.” Can you imagine this as part of the conversa-
tion during your next parent-teacher conference? Maybe not? Even if you’re not 
a “Van StrakenSprokstra” (or have never heard of one) this subject is not beyond 
the realm of our future parent-teacher reality. 

Cyberbullying is a relatively new term. It is reality. It exists. But, does it exist in 
our parent-established, Christian day schools? Very likely it does, at least to some 
degree. First, we need to define the term. In the Grand Valley State University 
publication “Colleagues,” Courtney Stoel describes it as follows: Cyberbullying is 
a “pervasive intimidation method that can happen to any youth using electronic 
communication tools” (Juvonen & Gross, 2008, p. 497). Given this definition, we 
must recognize that cyberbullying is an issue that we need to address. Consider 
the following to clarify our definition. Cyberbullying is a variation of traditional 
bullying. At school, a bully is typically defined as the pupil who is habitually cruel 
or overbearing, especially to smaller or weaker people. Or, a bully can be defined 
as a person who uses strength or power to harm or intimidate those who are 
perceived as weaker.

Given the depraved nature of our children, we must deal with the child who 
bullies others. Just because the setting is that of our Christian day schools does 
not mean a bully will cease the habit. The boy who bullies will consider who is 
watching at recess and adjust. A girl may sense the teacher is aware; she may sim-
ply become more devious and employ other more secretive tactics. Simply put, 
bullying, cyber or traditional, is sin. 

The chief sin, perhaps the most pernicious force behind bullying, is the unruly 
tongue. Scripture speaks to the nature of the case. James 3:8 states that “the 
tongue can no man tame; it is an unruly evil, full of deadly poison.” Just as the 
standard styled bully abuses the tongue to advance his tactics, so also the cyber-
bully uses the same evil tongue, but in a more far-reaching way. Today’s digital 
technology applied to communication may be the greatest advancement in 
potential verbal abuse to have ever been inflicted on humanity, and that includes 
our own children. 

How should the teacher, administrator, and school board to address this issue? 
Is the responsibility that which particularly belongs in the home, with the par-
ents? This is likely where many would leave the issue and drop the discussion. If 
issues such as dating, the degree to which a student is involved in sports, and the 
age at which a student is granted permission to get his driver’s license is a parent’s 
responsibility, then so also is how and when a student is allowed access to attrac-
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tive smart phones, iPads, highly portable laptops, and similar communication 
gadgetry. 

But we will not leave the discussion there. In our Christian schools limits are 
in place, and ought so to remain. The availability of technology is policed and 
the potential for abuse, although real, is minimized while at school. However, 
no amount of in school gadget control will curb the abuse of this medium by a 
cyberbully while off campus and away from school. Is there an answer? 

There are answers. The first of these is based on a proper spiritual attitude and 
approach. This I will address farther on in the article. The second way to answer 
is based in a practical approach. 

As we consider the practical approach to this potential cyberbully playground, 
there are two things you must know: 1. I’m not an experienced parent; I’m not a 
parent at all. 2. The following ideas and methods are not mine. They come from 
parents whose homes have endured the stress and emotional wear and tear of 
having children grow up through their teens and into their twenties. As regards 
the following ideas I simply serve as conduit for transmission of ways for dealing 
with the abuse and misuse of various internet access tools—the home computer 
or laptop being the most common. These are practical ways to deal with digital 
wizardry and the potential for any evil use of the cybersphere, including cyber-
bullying in the internet age. 

Idea number one: Never allow a young person (certainly never a child!) access 
to the internet while alone. Never, ever place a computer in a child’s bedroom! By 
now, I would hope this ought not need saying. Certainly, we understand that the 
only place for the internet accessible, student-used computer is in the room the 
family uses most. It should be placed in such a way that anyone in the room can 
easily see the monitor while the person using the computer has his/her back to 
the rest of the room. 

Idea number two: If there is a laptop or other computer in a low traffic room, 
Junior should be locked out of it. Only the parent should be able to unlock it for 
use. Remember, Junior may be a hundred times more computer savvy than his 
parents, so keep up on the moving target of technology. Equip yourselves to be 
your child’s equal in all things computer. Should you find it impossible to keep 
up with your child as he so readily adapts to the rapid change in technology, then 
the internet accessible-computer to be used by your child needs parental pres-
ence in the room the entire time the machine is on. A parent should never take 
breaks from the oversight of an unlocked computer for any reason. In less than 
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twenty seconds a mildly clever child can get access to two, three, or more unac-
ceptable sites and he can keep several of them simultaneously, only one quiet 
click away. He can be in a chat session in the background while having home-
work open and visible in the foreground. 

Idea number 3: No minor child needs an email account before age sixteen. IN-
SANE! you cry. No, I reply. You have (or should open) an email account. She can 
use yours! If your daughter “assaults” you for your “out of touch, old fashion, an-
tique approach” to this aspect of proper parenting, you may remind her that if an 
email message is “too private” for you, her parent, to read, it is also too private for 
her to send or receive! End of story. You (and all young people) should consider 
their emails to be a public forum. The reason you should is because other friends 
of your dear child are able—and too often willing—to forward her “private” email 
to seven hundred other “good” friends for their considerable enjoyment. And, 
this they can do within seventeen seconds of her sending it. If your child still 
insists she needs her own email, just give in. But, then you must have your own 
password and full access to her account that she cannot alter. She loses computer 
access if this doesn’t suit her tastes. 

Additionally, we should remind ourselves that the child who has his/her 
private email also uses IM (instant messaging in real time) for unmonitored chat 
sessions with friends. It isn’t only Facebook that connects friends—and some-
times, less friendly types—together. IM has been a favorite for quite some time 
already. Junior high students who aren’t allowed a Facebook account often make 
heavy use of this feature. They also frequent other homes, an unmonitored school 
computer left on after hours, or the public library to log into their email so they 
can IM with friends without Dad or Mom present. Are you on to this? Based on 
my teacher experience, you would want to be fully aware of such activity. This 
corner of the cyberplayground is a great “hang-out” for an active cyberbully.

Idea number 4: At the appropriate age a Facebook account for a young person 
(mid-teens, perhaps?) is NOT a bad thing in and of itself. I expect some of you 
might disagree. I once was of the “No Facebook Whatsoever” mindset myself. 
I changed my mind. I was told my grandfather once decried the radio as a tool 
for the devil and an evil to be avoided. Later on, Protestant Reformed worship 
services were aired live over that “evil” medium. In the days of Gutenberg some 
voices were heard that proclaimed movable print a sore evil as well. The website 
Matrix of Mnemosyne speaking of printed material states, “Gutenberg’s press 
changed all that and suddenly the written word was available to the middle 
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classes and all who could read. This revolution certainly advanced the ongoing 
Renaissance” (www.matrixbookstore.biz/printing_press.htm). It is then added, 
that “this revolution later led to the Reformation of religion, which loosened the 
stranglehold that Catholicism had held on Europe. Gutenberg’s major contribu-
tion to this movement was his printing of the Bible in 1452.” Truly, that which 
man meant for evil, God used for good. Ever since the invention of the pencil, 
there have been voices of protest against each new and modern communications 
gadget. Facebook is simply a recent and very popular version of such advance-
ment. When properly used and in the hands of a mature Christian (or as over-
seen by careful parents) Facebook can be a mighty force for good. If you need 
proof for such, communicate with our fellow Reformed saints in Ireland and 
Northern Ireland. There one can find those who apply Facebook (and a multitude 
of other internet-based technologies) to better use. 

Facebook, however, does deserve closer examination. While I defend Face-
book as a useful medium, I also believe, based on personal knowledge, that 
Facebook has been a tool too often used to speak ill of others. Certainly, this is 
one form of cyberbullying. But, should we respond by simply banning this form 
of digital communication? Some have so chosen and I understand why. To ban it 
is not the best remedy. While banning does work, I believe we do better to bring 
this technology into proper use. In homes where Facebook is already properly 
put into use, the student is allowed an account somewhere in his teens. Based on 
observation, I have observed it is wise to hold off permission until the sopho-
more, or perhaps, the freshman year of high school. Such a decision belongs to 
the parents. If and when your child opens an Facebook account, you ought to do 
so with him. Your child’s first Facebook “friend” (read “contact”) is you. You now 
work together. The parents set the home rules for use and the parents and child 
work through safe and proper Facebook privacy settings. These are moments 
that can be used for beneficial spiritual and practical instruction. Next, you guide 
them to be wise in what and what not to post. A good, acceptable guideline can 
be gleaned from a sermon posted on the Limerick Reformed Fellowship’s You-
tube site: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K2Yfe_yw7DA. 

This guideline marks the first aspect of our dealing with cyberbullying from 
the biblical perspective. In this excellent sermon on the ninth commandment 
(which I first discover via a Facebook link) Rev. Martin McGeown asks three 
key questions about our speech and use of tongue if we are posting comments 
on the internet. 1. Is what you are about to post, true? 2. Is it necessary for you 
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to tell this to others? 3. Would the posting of this information be helpful to the 
person to whom it relates, or would it be destructive to his/her person? (Please 
note, I paraphrase the three questions.) Rev. McGeown then emphasizes that if 
the information isn’t true, or isn’t necessary, or isn’t helpful, we are instructed by 
God, as pointed out in the ninth commandment, to do all we can to STOP such 
gossip! Rev. McGeown is correct. It is our duty whether we be parents, teachers, 
or students to consider both the potential and the reality of breaking the ninth 
commandment through cyberbullying by students from our schools. 

Other points for our biblical instruction are found in the book of Proverbs. 
Solomon refers often to the use of the tongue. In Proverbs 18:8 we read, “The 
words of a talebearer are as wounds, and they go down into the innermost parts 
of the belly.” When the bully speaks or digitally posts, the words are meant to 
hurt and hurt deeply. Cutting words inflict wounds. These wounds do not heal 
easily. Even when the person so inflicted does eventually heal (sometimes ten or 
fifteen years after high school) the scars remain. Sadly, these scars never go away. 

Second, it ought to be noted that the evil tongue is usually employed to divide 
friends. Proverbs 16:28: “A froward man soweth strife: and a whisperer sepa-
rateth chief friends.” In our Christian day schools evil speech goes beyond the 
splitting of two good friends. It impacts the body of Christ as well. Proverbs 6:16-
19 lists seven abominations, including “a false witness that speaketh lies, and he 
that soweth discord among brethren.” For the sake of God’s glory and the beauty 
of Christ’s bride, never may we tolerate anything which will damage or destroy 
unity in the church. 

In the third place, we do well to remember that all of us have the responsibility 
to restrain and reverse the course of evil speech among us. “Where no wood is, 
there the fire goeth out: so where there is no talebearer, the strife ceaseth” (Prov-
erbs 26:20). Our children, and adults as well, need to heed God’s word of instruc-
tion. When we learn of any form of bullying we need to act according to God’s 
word. When we read hurtful, cutting posts, IM chat, or emails, we are called to 
wisdom knowing that “A soft answer turneth away wrath” (Proverbs 15:1).

Finally, we need to remember the positive. Proverbs 17:9 states, “He that cov-
ereth a transgression seeketh love; but he that repeateth a matter separateth very 
friends.” As image bearers of the Creator Father, we have the serious and high 
calling to show love one for another. Verbal slamming via the internet or any 
other medium is hatred. Bullying is hatred. God calls us to love. 

Does bullying affect students in our schools? Yes, and so also does cyberbully-
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ing. It is the same old wickedness in a different suit of clothing. Our calling hasn’t 
changed. We must remain in the trenches. Only this time we are in techno-
trenches. To all the teachers and the Mr. & Mrs. Van StrakenSprokstras out there, 
I assure you, the weaponry may have changed, but the battle remains the same. 
Still, we do not fear. We have been equipped by Christ and his word. We also 
have been granted sanctified common sense. This warfare is well worth our every 
effort. Onward…Christian soldiers! 

“Did I Miss Anything” and 
Other Poems You May Not 
Have Read

Jim Huizinga

Contribution

The rather obnoxious title that you see above is the title of a presentation that I 
gave at the 2010 Protestant Reformed Teachers’ Convention help in Hull, Iowa. 
My modest intention was to share some of my favorite poems and to suggest how 
they might be used in the classroom. Because some kind person suggested that I 
submit my presentation for publication in Perspectives, I do so now in a some-
what altered and abbreviated form.

The reader is advised to consider the following before venturing on to the 
poems.
1. Poetry doesn’t have to rhyme. (My students have a hard time with this.)
2.  Poems are often difficult. (Of course, that’s why you teach them.)



12 | PERSPECTIVES FALL 2011

3. Poetry communicates by indirection. (It wouldn’t be any fun if poets came 
right out and said what they meant.)

4. Poems are often unconventional. (Therein lies their ability to stimulate our 
thinking.)

5. Good poems do not pander. (Good poems cater to our strengths, not to our 
weaknesses.)

6. Good poems are not sentimental. (God poems produce honest, genuine 
emotion.)

7. Good poems encourage reflection. (Bad poems discourage reflection.)
8. Good poems surprise us. (They don’t offend us by telling us what we already 

know.)
9. Good poems transform our sensibilities. (Sometimes we need to have our 

minds and hearts changed.)
10. Good poems are liberating. (Good poems help us in our pursuit of the 

truth.)

Note: The quotations that appear above some of the poems were not put there by 
the authors. I put the quotations there in an attempt to add perspective.
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YOUR POEM MAN  by Edward Lueders 
unless there’s one thing seen
suddenly against another—a parsnip
sprouting for a President, or
hailstones melting in an ashtray--
nothing really happens. It takes
surprise and wild connections,
doesn’t it? A walrus chewing
on a ballpoint pen. Two blue tail-
lights on Tyrannosaurus Rex. Green
cheese teeth. Maybe what we wanted
least. Or most. Some unexpected
pleats. Words that never knew
each other till right now. Plug us
into the wrong socket and see
what blows—or what lights up.
Try

untried

     circuitry,

new

     fuses.

Tell it like it never really was,
man,

and maybe we can see it
like it is.

Comments
This is a poem about poetry. In a very clever way it demonstrates the importance 
of metaphor. According to the poem, what are the benefits of metaphor to the 
reader? 
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“I will prescribe regimen for the good of my patients 
according to my ability and my judgment and never 
do harm to anyone.”
                                                Hippocrates

HOW ANNANDALE WENT OUT  by E. A. Robinson

“They called it Annandale—and I was there 
To flourish, to find words, and to attend: 
Liar, physician, hypocrite, and friend, 
I watched him; and the sight was not so fair 
As one or two that I have seen elsewhere: 
An apparatus not for me to mend— 
A wreck, with hell between him and the end, 
Remained of Annandale; and I was there. 

“I knew the ruin as I knew the man; 
So put the two together, if you can, 
Remembering the worst you know of me. 
Now view yourself as I was, on the spot— 
With a slight kind of engine. Do you see? 
Like this. . . You wouldn’t hang me? I thought not.” 

Comments
One benefit of poetry is that it often challenges the status quo, allowing us to see 
things in a new and fresh way. This difficult poem, however, challenges a long-
standing, conventional way of thinking that should not be challenged.  If you 
understand that the speaker is a doctor and Annandale is his patient, you should 
be able to make sense out of the poem.
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MID-TERM BREAK  by Seamus Heaney 
I sat all morning in the college sick bay
Counting bells knelling classes to a close,
At two o’clock our neighbors drove me home.

In the porch I met my father crying--
He had always taken funerals in his stride--
And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow.

The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram
When I came in, and I was embarrassed
By old men standing up to shake my hand

And tell me they were “sorry for my trouble,”
Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest,
Away at school, as my mother held my hand

In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs.
At ten o’clock the ambulance arrived
With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses.

Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops
And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him
For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,

Wearing a poppy bruise on the left temple,
He lay in the four foot box as in a cot.
No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.

A four foot box, a foot for every year. 

Comments
This is a heart-breaking poem, What makes it effective is its use of understate-
ment while avoiding cheap sentimentality.  Think about how the title is ironic.
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“…and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, 
and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, 
and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing 
that creepeth upon the earth.”  Genesis 1:26

TRAVELING THROUGH THE DARK  by William Stafford 
Traveling through the dark I found a deer
dead on the edge of the Wilson River road.
It is usually best to roll them into the canyon:
that road is narrow; to swerve might make more dead.

By glow of the tail-light I stumbled back of the car
and stood by the heap, a doe, a recent killing;
she had stiffened already, almost cold.
I dragged her off; she was large in the belly.

My fingers touching her side brought me the reason—
her side was warm; her fawn lay there waiting,
alive, still, never to be born.
Beside that mountain road I hesitated.

The car aimed ahead its lowered parking lights;
under the hood purred the steady engine.
I stood in the glare of the warm exhaust turning red;
around our group I could hear the wilderness listen.

I thought hard for us all—my only swerving—
then pushed her over the edge into the river.

Comments
It’s easy to get sentimental about nature (one of the main problems with the Ani-
mal Rights Movement). The “on-the-spot“ traveler in this poem, after “thinking 
hard” for everyone involved, opts for the safety of human beings. Recognizing, as 
we do,  that human concerns trump animal concerns, we applaud him.
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“He who spareth the rod hateth his son: 
but he that loveth him correcteth 
him betimes.”  Proverbs 13:24

YOUTH  by Laurence Hope

I am not so sure if I knew the truth
  What his case or crime might be,
I only know that he pleaded Youth,
  A beautiful, golden plea!

Youth, with its sunlit, passionate eyes,
  Its roseate velvet skin--
A plea to cancel a thousand lies,
  Or a thousand nights of sin.

The men who judged him were old and grey 
 Their eyes and their senses dim,
He brought the light of a warm Spring day
  To the Court-house bare and grim.

Could he plead guilty in a lovelier way?
His judges acquitted him.

Comments
Sometimes when you teach poetry, you have to throw in a bad poem by way of 
contrast. This is a bad poem. Sentimentality is the problem. The poem makes 
the adults the bad guys and excuses the guilty kid. Have you seen this problem 
before?
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DID I MISS ANYTHING  by Tom Wayman 
Nothing. When we realized you weren’t here
we sat with our hands folded on our desks
in silence, for the full two hours
        Everything. I gave an exam worth
        40 per cent of the grade for this term
        and assigned some reading due today
        on which I’m about to hand out a quiz
        worth 50 per cent
Nothing. None of the content of this course
has value or meaning
Take as many days off as you like:
any activities we undertake as a class
I assure you will not matter either to you or me
and are without purpose
        Everything. A few minutes after we began last time
        a shaft of light descended and an angel
        or other heavenly being appeared
        and revealed to us what each woman or man must do
        to attain divine wisdom in this life and
        the hereafter
        This is the last time the class will meet
        before we disperse to bring this good news to all people
                on earth
Nothing. When you are not present
how could something significant occur?
        Everything. Contained in this classroom
        is a microcosm of human existence
        assembled for you to query and examine and ponder
        This is not the only place such an opportunity has been
                gathered

        but it was one place

        And you weren’t here

Exasperation! You probably have to be a teacher to appreciate this poem.
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TO HELP THE MONKEY CROSS THE RIVER  by Thomas Lux

which he must
cross, by swimming, for fruits and nuts,
to help him
I sit with my rifle on a platform
high in a tree, same side of the river
as the hungry monkey. How does this assist
him? When he swims for it
I look first upriver: predators move faster with
the current than against it.
If a crocodile is aimed from upriver to eat the monkey 
and an anaconda from downriver burns
with the same ambition, I do
the math, algebra, angles, rate-of-monkey,
croc- and snake-speed, and if, if
it looks as though the anaconda or the croc
will reach the monkey
before he attains the river’s far bank,
I raise my rifle and fire
one, two, three, even four times into the river
just behind the monkey
to hurry him up a little.
Shoot the snake, the crocodile?
They’re just doing their jobs,
but the monkey, the monkey
has little hands like a child’s,
and the smart ones, in a cage, can be taught to smile.

Comments
God has given man oversight of the creation and requires him to do the right 
thing in behalf of His creatures. The man with the rifle is not a hunter or a de-
stroyer. He is sensitive to the needs of the croc and the anaconda, deferring only 
to the monkey because the monkey has “hands like a child’s.”
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ABANDONED FARMHOUSE  by Ted Kooser

He was a big man, says the size of his shoes
on a pile of broken dishes by the house;
a tall man too, says the length of the bed
in an upstairs room; and a good, God-fearing man,
says the Bible with a broken back
on the floor below the window, dusty with sun;
but not a man for farming, say the fields
cluttered with boulders and the leaky barn.
A woman lived with him, says the bedroom wall
papered with lilacs and the kitchen shelves
covered with oilcloth, and they had a child,
says the sandbox made from a tractor tire.
Money was scarce, say the jars of plum preserves
and canned tomatoes sealed in the cellar hole.
And the winters cold, say the rags in the window frames.
It was lonely here, says the narrow country road.
Something went wrong, says the empty house
in the weed-choked yard. Stones in the fields
say he was not a farmer; the still-sealed jars
in the cellar say she left in a nervous haste.
And the child? Its toys are strewn in the yard
like branches after a storm—a rubber cow,
a rusty tractor with a broken plow,
a doll in overalls. Something went wrong, they say.

Comments
This is a disturbing poem. Something bad has happened, but we don’t know what 
it is. Sometimes a poem gets its strength, not from what it says, but from what it 
doesn’t say.
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“Thou madest him a little lower than the angels; 
thou crownedst him with glory and honour, 
and didst set him over the works of thy hands:”
                                               Hebrews 2:7

WE NEVER KNOW HOW HIGH WE ARE  by Emily Dickinson

We never know how high we are 
Till we are called to rise; 
And then, if we are true to plan, 
Our statures touch the skies.

The heroism we recite 
Would be a daily thing, 
Did not ourselves the cubits warp 
For fear to be a king

Comments
This is a profound little poem. It’s true that we often forget how high we are; con-
sequently, we don’t do our best at what we do. After all, we’ve been created just a 
little lower than the angels. Whose plan should we be striving for, and why do we 
look for heroism outside ourselves?
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“A time to rend, and a time to sew; a 
time to keep silence, and a time to speak”
                                     Ecclesiastes 3:7

SILENCE  by Marianne Moore 
My father used to say,
“Superior people never make long visits,
have to be shown Longfellow’s grave
or the glass flowers at Harvard.
Self reliant like the cat—
that takes its prey to privacy,
the mouse’s limp tail hanging like a shoelace from its mouth—
they sometimes enjoy solitude,
and can be robbed of speech
by speech which has delighted them.
The deepest feeling always shows itself in silence;
not in silence, but restraint.”
Nor was he insincere in saying, “Make my house your inn’.”
Inns are not residences.

Comments
The message of this poem runs directly contrary to how most people today 
would define superiority. Silence? It’s the noisy people today who get all the at-
tention. What’s so great about having to be shown Longfellow’s grave? When is a 
superior person willing to be “robbed of speech”?
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“Everything is in a state of flux,
including the status quo.”
                                   Robert Bryne

THE BRAIN WITHIN ITS GROOVE  by Emily Dickinson

The brain within its groove
Runs evenly and true,
But let a splinter swerve,
‘twere easier for you
To put the waters back
When floods have split the hills,
And scooped a turnpike for themselves
And blotted out the mills.

Comments
Someone once said that a genius is a person who makes large worlds out of small 
ones. Emily Dickinson was such a person. This little poem accounts for a good 
deal of human history. In the Providence of God, certain men and women, by 
taking bold action, have seemingly altered the course of history. Martin Luther 
was such a person. So was Herman Hoeksema. But God raises up villains, too.
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“Cast me not off in the time of old age; 
forsake me not when my strength faileth.” 
                                        Psalms 71:9

THE NEIGHBORS  by John Gallagher

Toughening against the moving 
white,
stinging cold she scrapes her sidewalk,
smiling as her devil-may-care young neighbors 
come and go and come and go.

Inside he slips further away; wisping curls 
of memory dissipate into ditch and shadow.

Six years ago, and four years after
the heart attack, he said simply,
“I don’t shovel snow.” 

Today he does not know what a shovel is, 
or even her name, and she, 
the girl for whom he once broke all the rules, 
bundled and scarfed against Dakota,
plays her part, and now takes care 
of everything. 

Comments
Well written poems sometimes require us to look at things we would rather not 
see. How does the Bible define our responsibility to our neighbor?
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“When I was a child, I spake as a child, 
I understood as a child, I thought as a child”
                                                 I Corinthians 13:11

LIFT YOUR RIGHT ARM  by Peter Cherches

Lift your right arm, she said.
I lifted my right arm.
Lift your left arm, she said.
I lifted my left arm. Both of my arms were up.
Put down your right arm, she said.
I put it down.
Put down your left arm, she said.
      I did.
      Lift your right arm, she said.
      I obeyed.
      Put down your right arm.
      I did.
      Lift your left arm.
      I lifted it.
      Put down your left arm.
      I did.
      Silence. I stood there, both arms down, waiting for her next command. 

After a while I got impatient and said, what next.
      Now it’s your turn to give the orders, she said.
      All right, I said. Tell me to lift my right arm.

Comments
You can get a chuckle out of this poem. If you want to be a leader, you have to 
pay your dues. The kid in this poem has got a ways to go.
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“Men fear death as children fear 
to go in the dark.”
                          Francis Bacon

BOY AT THE WINDOW  by Richard Wilbur

Seeing the snowman standing all alone
In dusk and cold is more than he can bear.
The small boy weeps to hear the wind prepare
A night of gnashing and enormous moan.
His tearful sight can hardly reach to where
The pale-faced figure with bitumen eyes
Returns him such a God-forsaken stare
As outcast Adam gave to paradise.

The man of snow is, nonetheless, content,
Having no wish to go inside and die.
Still, he is moved to see the youngster cry.
Though frozen water is his element,
He melts enough to drop from one soft eye
A trickle of the purest rain, a tear
For the child at the bright pane surrounded by
Such warmth, such light, such love, and so much fear. 

Comments
You might not choose  to be a snowman, but there is a downside to being human.
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JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL BAND CONCERT  by David Wagoner

When our semi-conductor
Raised his baton, we sat there
Gaping at Marche Militaire,
Our mouth-opening number.
It seemed faintly familiar
(We’d rehearsed it all that winter),
But we attacked in such a blur,
No army anywhere
On its stomach or all fours
Could have squeezed through our 
crossfire.

I played cornet, seventh chair,
Out of seven, my embouchure
A glorified Bronx cheer
Through that three-keyed keyhole 
stopper
And neighborhood window-slammer
Where mildew fought for air
At every exhausted corner,
My fingering still unsure
After scaling it for a year
Except on the spit-valve lever.

Each straight-faced mother and father

Retested his moral fiber
Against our traps and slurs
And the inadvertent whickers
Paradiddled by our snares,
And when the brass bulled forth
A blare fit to horn over
Jericho two bars sooner
Than Joshua’s harsh measures,
They still had the nerve to stare.

By the last lost chord, our director
Looked older and soberer.
No doubt, in his mind’s ear
Some band somewhere
In some music of some Sphere
Was striking a note as pure
As the wishes of Franz Schubert,
But meanwhile here we were: 
A lesson in everything minor,
Decomposing our first composer.

Comments
Mr. Wagoner must have had a kid or 
two in junior high band. If you feel 
like it, try to track down the word play 
and the allusions. 
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REMAINS  by Anonymous

Burned and gutted, 

The remains of the bombed building
Cry with the captured wind
And shelter

A
Single
Blue
Violet.

Comments
Don’t be too hard on this poem!  I know it doesn’t rhyme, and the stanzas look 
funny. It’s not profound either. But it’s just as good as the poem about the red 
wheelbarrow.
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Now For Some Review:
 What Makes A Poem Good?

• Brevity, terseness, spareness, viewing something new for the very first time, 

• Wit, word-play, unexpectedness of word and thought, depth of feeling, 
word-music, vivid images, the shape of the poem on the page, 

• A good poem surprises your senses, shakes you awake, stirs your emotions, 
and startles your imagination. Each poem is an act of discovery. Poetry helps 
us widen our vision and our hearts.

• A good poem makes the ordinary and familiar seem extraordinary.

• So, I don’t know any recipe for a good poem, only a taste test: does it touch 
someone, sometime, somehow? Then, it will be savored by that person and 
will nourish him or her.

• I like the way it hangs out somewhere in the back of my mind coming to the 
front on occasion to remind me it’s there:

• It turns words around, letting me see them from a different angle

• Good poems can tell us what we already know in our bones but had never 
seen or heard or even put into words before. For a poem to be good it needs 
the element of surprise.

• Assuming that all the technical things are done right, I guess the hallmarks 
of a good poem are a combination of freshness of vision—seeing the world 
in a new or unusual way, and being able to convey that to the reader—as well 
as a fresh and unique use of language.

• And I would add this: a good poem is one that helps us learn the truth about 
ourselves, about mankind in general, about the creation, an ultimately about 
God himself. 
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Book one: The Hunger Games, Scholastic Press, 2008; 374 pages.
Book two: Catching Fire, Scholastic Press, 2009; 391 pages.
Book three: Mockingjay, Scholastic Press, 2010; 398 pages.

The story
Sixteen-year-old Katniss Everdeen lives in District 12, also known as the Seam. 
She lives in a place where you never take for granted each meal you eat. Actually, 
in order to survive and eat she must illegally hunt each day. She does this most 
days with a boy, her best friend, Gale. Almost everyone in the Seam has a dif-
ficult, hungry life. Life for her and her mom and 12-year-old sister Prim is even 
more difficult since her dad died in a coal mining accident. 

This life is very different from the life that people have in the Capitol. There, 
food is taken for granted. There, people gorge on food and then take a pill to 
throw it up so they are able to enjoy more food. The sole purpose of District 12, 
as well as the other eleven districts, is to make the life of the Capitol a life of ease, 
pleasure, and entertainment. The Capitol is powerful—powerful enough to make 
one unable to distinguish between what is “real” and “not real.”

So, what are the Hunger Games? They are reminders, first of all, to the twelve 
districts that they should never again rebel against the Capitol. They are punish-
ment for the rebellion that took place 74 years earlier. They are a yearly reaping 
of a boy and a girl from each district, between the ages of 12 and 18, who will 
go into an arena in the Capitol and fight until only one victor remains alive. The 
games are a reminder that the “dark days” should never return. And finally, they 
are the greatest form of entertainment for the Capitol, the worst form of punish-
ment for everyone else who lives in the twelve districts of Panem, formerly North 
America.

“The Hunger Games” Trilogy

Stacy Bruinsma

Book Reviews
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When young sister Prim’s name is drawn for the reaping, Katniss, out of love, 
volunteers to take her sister’s place in this year’s reaping. Along with Katniss, the 
other District 12 tribute is Peeta, the baker’s son. Together they travel to the Cap-
itol for the Hunger Games. Who will survive? Who wants to survive? What will 
happen to the family left behind, and forced to watch the games?  Even before 
she was on the train to the Capitol, Katniss was afraid her temper and rebellious 
nature would be the death of her, or worse, of those she loves.

The story line is continued in ¬Catching Fire. By trying to protect Peeta, Kat-
niss has done the unforgivable; she has displayed rebellion before all of Panem. 
President Snow, the Capitol’s grossly evil leader, accuses Katniss of starting a 
rebellion and says “Katniss Everdeen, the girl who was on fire, you have provided 
a spark, that, left unattended, may grow to an inferno that destroys Panem.” The 
evil quest begins to stop this fire.

This year is the 75th Hunger Games, also known as the Quarter Quell. Katniss 
thinks she will have to be a mentor for the new tributes. Haymitch, the winner 
of the 50th Quarter Quell, was Katniss’ mentor in the 74th games. This year, 
President Snow announces, the tributes will be picked from each district’s former 
victors. District 12 has only ever had three victors. Katniss, being the only female 
victor from District 12, will once again be thrown into the arena. President 
Snow plans a way to appease the Capitol citizens, and hopefully, at the same 
time, quench the life of “the girl on fire.” President Snow will make her pay for 
her deeds and stop the rebellious attitude going around the districts. This year, 
Katniss has no plans to return home alive.

The final book of the series is Mockingjay. The pin that Katniss’ friend Madge 
gave her before the first games has become a symbol of rebellion. President Snow 
wants her, the girl on fire, the Mockingjay, the instigator of the rebellion, dead, 
but cannot just kill her because the Capitol fans have grown to love her. Katniss 
must decide if she will become the Mockingjay, the inspiration to all the other 
districts, so that the Capitol can be overthrown. Can she face another version of 
the “Hunger Games,” where she will fight in the arena of the districts and then 
the Capitol, until the death of Snow and put herself and her loved ones in danger 
again? And now, she must follow the orders of Coin, leader of the underground 
world of District 13, which nobody believed existed. And, if it did, why did Coin 
not help the other districts? Is Coin really what is good for the districts or is she 
just another leader who wants to take Snow’s place? 
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Response
Suzanne Collins writes this futuristic trilogy looking back at the Greek myth 

of Theseus and the Minotaur. Athens, being punished for past deeds, was forced 
to send seven maidens and seven youths to Crete. They were tossed into the 
labyrinth to be devoured by the Minotaur. Theseus slays the Minotaur and unites 
Attica. Katniss is a futuristic form of Theseus, who had volunteered to go. Her 
character is also based on the historic figure Spartacus. Spartacus lived in the 
time period of the Roman gladiators where the government was without compas-
sion, forced people to fight until death, and, as in the Hunger Games, used these 
bloody battles as a form of entertainment.

If I had known these books were set in the future where children fight to the 
death, I don’t think I would have shown interest. But, Suzanne Collins does write 
in a compelling manner. I had a hard time putting down the first two books as I 
read them. Book three left me disappointed.  If you read this one, be prepared for 
surprising and disappointing events. 

All of these books can be graphic. At one point Katniss remembers kicking a 
rock only to realize it was someone’s skull. And, as said before, there is the fact 
that there are children fighting until death. Haymitch, the mentor, is an alcoholic. 
It’s important to be aware of some of these issues before considering at what age 
you may choose to allow your children to read these books. These issues should 
be topics of conversation if your children are reading these books. I have seen 
a lot of young people reading these books; they are prominent titles among our 
young people. 

Reading this review may give you a sense of disgust, but as you read the series 
you will also read of great compassion. Katniss never wants to be the one to hurt 
anyone. She wants to survive, and even more than that she wants to protect. 
Besides the love she has for her mother and sister, she cares deeply for other trib-
utes, other victors, even ignorant citizens of the Capitol. She also has to decide 
between her love for the two young men in her life, Peeta and Gale, or even if she 
is capable to love considering the life she leads and the dangers it possesses.

These books are found in the young adults section of your local library. This 
trilogy has received over two dozen awards including “NY Times Best Seller,” 
“Teens’ Top Ten” and “Notable Children’s Books.” The age for when, or even if, 
you should allow your children to read these books may be controversial. As 
Reformed parents we ought to be aware of what our children are reading. Many 
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books that children and young adults read have graphic sections and death oc-
curs, still, prior to your children reading these books, I  recommend parents read 
them and possibly consider having them read by upper junior high students or 
older. A powerful political story is present in these books as well. I do not con-
sider myself an expert in this field by any means, but that is a whole other “arena” 
you may choose to open for discussion with your children. 
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Eastside Christian School
 Grand Rapids, Michigan

Left to Right: Brent Newhof, Molly VanBaren, Keagen Flikkema, Eric Monsma, Gabriel Seif.

Genesis Christian School
 Lacombe, Alberta

Left to Right: Mr. Rick Span, Patricia Span, Mark Tolsma, Megan Molenkamp..
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