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Praise Song for the Day
A Poem for Barack Obama’s Presidential Inauguration

Each day we go about our business, 
walking past each other, catching each other's 
eyes or not, about to speak or speaking.

All about us is noise. All about us is 
noise and bramble, thorn and din, each 
one of our ancestors on our tongues.

Someone is stitching up a hem, darning 
a hole in a uniform, patching a tire, 
repairing the things in need of repair.

Someone is trying to make music somewhere, 
with a pair of wooden spoons on an oil drum, 
with cello, boom box, harmonica, voice.

A woman and her son wait for the bus. 
A farmer considers the changing sky. 
A teacher says, Take out your pencils. Begin.

We encounter each other in words, words 
spiny or smooth, whispered or declaimed, 
words to consider, reconsider.

We cross dirt roads and highways that mark 
the will of some one and then others, who said 
I need to see what's on the other side.

I know there's something better down the road. 
We need to find a place where we are safe. 
We walk into that which we cannot yet see.

Say it plain: that many have died for this day. 
Sing the names of the dead who brought us here, 
who laid the train tracks, raised the bridges,

picked the cotton and the lettuce, built 
brick by brick the glittering edifices 
they would then keep clean and work inside of.

Praise song for struggle, praise song for the day. 
Praise song for every hand-lettered sign, 
the figuring-it-out at kitchen tables.

Some live by love thy neighbor as thyself, 
others by first do no harm or take no more 
than you need. What if the mightiest word is love?

Love beyond marital, filial, national, 
love that casts a widening pool of light, 
love with no need to pre-empt grievance.

In today's sharp sparkle, this winter air, 
any thing can be made, any sentence begun. 
On the brink, on the brim, on the cusp,

praise song for walking forward in that light.
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Of History and Hope

BY  M I L L E R  W I L L I A M S

We have memorized America, 

how it was born and who we have been and where. 

In ceremonies and silence we say the words, 

telling the stories, singing the old songs. 

We like the places they take us. Mostly we do. 

The great and all the anonymous dead are there. 

We know the sound of all the sounds we brought. 

The rich taste of it is on our tongues. 

But where are we going to be, and why, and who? 

The disenfranchised dead want to know. 

We mean to be the people we meant to be, 

to keep on going where we meant to go. 

But how do we fashion the future? Who can say how 

except in the minds of those who will call it Now? 

The children. The children. And how does our garden grow? 

With waving hands—oh, rarely in a row— 

and flowering faces. And brambles, that we can no longer allow. 

Who were many people coming together 

cannot become one people falling apart. 

Who dreamed for every child an even chance 

cannot let luck alone turn doorknobs or not. 

Whose law was never so much of the hand as the head 

cannot let chaos make its way to the heart. 

Who have seen learning struggle from teacher to child 

cannot let ignorance spread itself like rot. 

We know what we have done and what we have said, 

and how we have grown, degree by slow degree, 

believing ourselves toward all we have tried to become— 

just and compassionate, equal, able, and free. 

All this in the hands of children, eyes already set 
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on a land we never can visit—it isn’t there yet— 

but looking through their eyes, we can see 

what our long gift to them may come to be. 

If we can truly remember, they will not forget. 

CONTACT US

NEWSLETTERS

PRESS

PRIVACY POLICY

POLICIES

TERMS OF USE

POETRY MOBILE APP

61 West Superior Street, 

Chicago, IL 60654

Hours: 

Monday-Friday 11am - 4pm

© 2021 Poetry Foundation

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/contact
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/newsletter
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/foundation/press
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/foundation/privacy
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/foundation/policies
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/foundation/terms-of-service
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/foundation/mobile
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/


The Hill We Climb,” by Amanda Gorman 
 
 
When day comes, we ask ourselves, where can we find light in this never-ending 
shade? 
The loss we carry. A sea we must wade. 
We braved the belly of the beast. 
We’ve learned that quiet isn’t always peace, and the norms and notions of what 
“just” is isn’t always justice. 
And yet the dawn is ours before we knew it. 
Somehow we do it. 
Somehow we weathered and witnessed a nation that isn’t broken, but simply 
unfinished. 
We, the successors of a country and a time where a skinny Black girl descended 
from slaves and raised by a single mother can dream of becoming president, 
only to find herself reciting for one. 
And, yes, we are far from polished, far from pristine, but that doesn’t mean we 
are striving to form a union that is perfect. 
We are striving to forge our union with purpose. 
To compose a country committed to all cultures, colors, characters and 
conditions of man. 
And so we lift our gaze, not to what stands between us, but what stands before 
us. 
We close the divide because we know to put our future first, we must first put our 
differences aside. 
We lay down our arms so we can reach out our arms to one another. 
We seek harm to none and harmony for all. 
Let the globe, if nothing else, say this is true. 
That even as we grieved, we grew. 
That even as we hurt, we hoped. 
That even as we tired, we tried. 
That we’ll forever be tied together, victorious. 
Not because we will never again know defeat, but because we will never again 
sow division. 
Scripture tells us to envision that everyone shall sit under their own vine and fig 
tree, and no one shall make them afraid. 
If we’re to live up to our own time, then victory won’t lie in the blade, but in all the 
bridges we’ve made. 
That is the promise to glade, the hill we climb, if only we dare. 
It’s because being American is more than a pride we inherit. 
It’s the past we step into and how we repair it. 
We’ve seen a force that would shatter our nation, rather than share it. 



Would destroy our country if it meant delaying democracy. 
And this effort very nearly succeeded. 
But while democracy can be periodically delayed, it can never be permanently 
defeated. 
In this truth, in this faith we trust, for while we have our eyes on the future, history 
has its eyes on us. 
This is the era of just redemption. 
We feared at its inception. 
We did not feel prepared to be the heirs of such a terrifying hour. 
But within it we found the power to author a new chapter, to offer hope and 
laughter to ourselves. 
So, while once we asked, how could we possibly prevail over catastrophe, now 
we assert, how could catastrophe possibly prevail over us? 
We will not march back to what was, but move to what shall be: a country that is 
bruised but whole, benevolent but bold, fierce and free. 
We will not be turned around or interrupted by intimidation because we know our 
inaction and inertia will be the inheritance of the next generation, become the 
future. 
Our blunders become their burdens. 
But one thing is certain. 
If we merge mercy with might, and might with right, then love becomes our 
legacy and change our children’s birthright. 
So let us leave behind a country better than the one we were left. 
Every breath from my bronze-pounded chest, we will raise this wounded world 
into a wondrous one. 
We will rise from the golden hills of the West. 
We will rise from the windswept Northeast where our forefathers first realized 
revolution. 
We will rise from the lake-rimmed cities of the Midwestern states. 
We will rise from the sun-baked South. 
We will rebuild, reconcile, and recover. 
And every known nook of our nation and every corner called our country, our 
people diverse and beautiful, will emerge battered and beautiful. 
When day comes, we step out of the shade of flame and unafraid. 
The new dawn balloons as we free it. 
For there is always light, if only we’re brave enough to see it. 
If only we’re brave enough to be it. 
 


