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Abstract

I Didn’t Understand Love Like That was inspired by my friend Louise. |
wanted to think about why | was so surprised when she admitted to me that she was
lonely. I wanted to think about why | had never said it myself. My big question was
how can | find language for loneliness by challenging myself to write about my own?
In response | wrote an autobiographical triptych, a long poem that includes 1) a series
of grateful and awkward first-encounter sketches, 2) a list poem of the lonely
moments of my childhood, and 3) an exploration of the loneliness of various Biblical
women. In my introductory essay, | explore the different shapes and shadows of
loneliness and ask how loneliness might be different for Christians than it is for those
with a secular worldview. Throughout my work | try to learn from Louise and bravely

say, “oh, I'm lonely.”

L1 have changed her name to protect her privacy.
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Introduction

EXPERIENCES OF LONELINESS

In June of 2021, | was greeting at my home church one Sunday morning; | had
already asked at least twenty-five people how they were and heard the usual “good-s”
and “oh, not bad-s” when two quite elderly ladies came in, sisters with matching
haircuts and adorable outfits. | had seen them before; we had perhaps greeted one
another, but we had never really spoken. One looked me straight in the eye and said
softly, “oh, I’'m terribly lonely.”

That same summer, my brother was pastoring at another rural church; most of
his time was spent visiting older congregants. They kept him for three-hour visits,
telling stories of their young days and forecasting the weather. They fed him and sent
him home with containers of goods. They said, “oh did I tell you...” as he stood at the
door. They said everything except I’'m lonely.

The octogenarian who answered me honestly that day had good reason for
feeling lonely: her son had just died of cancer. There likely is no age at which a mum
becomes comfortable outliving her child; her loneliness was completely
understandable. | had spent the last year at home reckoning with the new
manifestations of my chronic illness; my loneliness was also completely
understandable. However, | had never said it. | had never heard anyone say it. | asked
her for her phone number and started dropping in on her to chat and pray. Her home is
the farmhouse where she raised her family and now lives alone, surrounded by one
hundred acres that she still owns and rents out to local farmers. The acres her husband
and brothers (all long dead) used to work. On our first visit, after a tour of the kitchen,
where she found a vase for the Sweet Williams I brought her from my mum’s garden,

we sat in the living room on parallel gliders. She told me about her son. She kept



looking at me like | was an apparition. You came to visit me, she said. Knowing and
not knowing why I was spending time with her. “Louise,” I said, “you are so brave.
You told me you were lonely.”

| understand loneliness to be one of the most common and persistent things
you can experience as a human (an idea | will explore further in this essay). | used to
think of loneliness as the result of life-altering events like irreversible losses. And it is
that. That kind of loneliness is devastating, and that was the kind of loneliness Louise
was dealing with when | met her. But there is another kind of loneliness that | became
more aware of in September of 2021 when | moved to Fredericton. One day | went to
Odell Park on a sunny Sunday afternoon and saw an eagle and automatically raised
my arm, pointed and said, “Eagle!”—only to turn and realize the people | was talking
to were not there. | felt cosy in my new apartment and enjoyed school, yet this
moment brought with it a little echo of loneliness. I could both love where | was and
notice that my family was not with me. This loneliness is not devastating, but it is still
present and ongoing, persisting alongside experiences of happiness.

The persistent nature of loneliness reminds me of Sharon Thesen’s claim that
difficult subtexts “shadow poems in the same way they shadow our lives: the darkness
simply figures, as presence” (16). Loneliness is the shadow, with all its depths,
reaches, and transparencies, that figures in my creative work.

As | write autobiographically, exploring my own experience and expression
of loneliness, | see the shadow at play. Some moments are understandably and
markedly lonely. And others maybe are not as much. Dr. Sinclair (my supervisor)

would often say she was not sure she “got” the loneliness of the manuscript. Or she

2 Please hold the idea of autobiography gently. In this work, my aim is to find a language for my
loneliness through my experiences of it. I think I do that well and “truthfully” enough—Dbut that is not
to say that | accurately represent my life, or the people | mention. At best, loneliness exaggerates; at
worst, it lies.



could find it when I prompted her, but it was not the initial theme she picked out. We
wrestled with the question of whether | should amplify it in some way. The most
obvious topics for her were the “complexities of family relationships and health of the
self,” which are undeniably present—but and because for me these reek of loneliness.
Loneliness appears big and small, loud and quiet, in my negotiation of these
relationships.

Relationships crowd each segment of my creative work. “You Look Like
Someone I Love” is composed of grateful and awkward sketches of some of the first
people | met after moving to Fredericton. | catalogue twenty primary relationships, as
well as many secondary relationships through the mention of dads, husbands, friends,
mothers, and children. “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That” is a list poem composed
of lonely glimpses that include just about every member of my family...to the extent
that I numbered them in a self-consciously ridiculous attempt to organize them:
brothers and sisters-in-laws 1-3, children 1-4. The numbers are useful for
organization—"brother 1” tells you more about the relationship between two people
than “Ben” does—but also work to distance both the speaker and the reader from all
these people, evoking loneliness despite the crowd presented. Even grandparents, best
friends, crushes, profs, doctors, and aunt’s and uncle’s dogs are mentioned. In “For
the Women God Loves,” I frame conversations about Biblical loneliness with the
words of the woman | am writing to, introducing an unknowable number of
relationships: all the women he? loves. To be so littered with people and relationships
might be unexpected for a loneliness work. However, many of us have heard the
phrase lonely in a crowd, even if we have not had first-hand experience of that

particular loneliness. Abundance is a common setting for loneliness, and, as | will

3 While writing about God in my creative work, | do not use referential capitalization; for consistency |
am refraining from it here as well.



discuss later, the juxtaposition of abundance and loneliness is frequently taken up in
poetry.

The critical and creative research for my thesis was inspired by Louise. |
wanted to think about why her admittance of loneliness had surprised me. | wanted to
think about why | had never managed to admit it myself. My big question was how
can | find language for loneliness by challenging myself to write about my own? To
answer this question, | had to ask a couple more, like: why and how does the long
poem hold loneliness? How have other poets talked about loneliness? What is
loneliness? What does God have to do with loneliness? In the remainder of this essay,
| will take up each of these questions.

THE LONG POEM FORM AND POETICS

Frank Davey, in “Notes on the Language of the Contemporary Canadian Long
Poem,” proposes that “the first sign we see of the long poem is its length, promising
to the reader that its matter is large in depth or breadth. Its length also speaks about
time—that the writer will take his time, engage time, encompass its passage” (5). My
decision to adopt the long poem form allowed me to take time and words and space to
explore all of my loneliness (or at least as much as humanly possible). The expanse of
my loneliness is a statement. It both reveals the persistent character of that loneliness
and makes a claim for it. | take up space; | am important, the poem says about itself
and its subject matter. “You Look Like Someone I Love” and “I Didn’t Understand
Love Like That” can be read as long poems individually, or the triptych can be read as
a cohesive long poem. Either way, the length describes loneliness’ breadth and insists
on its significance.

One of the most common long poem devices | used is collage, thinking of

Michael Ondaatje’s Billy the Kid and Robert Kroetsch’s Seed Catalogue. Ondaatje



helped me to understand the place of collage in the long poem through his
understanding of discovery as fuelling the long poem: “any long project for me has to
be generated by a sense of discovery, of learning about something I'm not sure of,
don't fully understand” (11). In my aim to discover a language for my loneliness, I
found myself, like Ondaatje, gathering material from several sources. | collected
conversations (Henbest 23, 27, 30, 35), old poems (Henbest 45, 54, 57, 81, 83) journal
entries (Henbest 80), and Scripture verses (Henbest 74-79).

In Anthesis, Sue Goyette crafts a poetic memoir from a much earlier
autobiographical novel manuscript. She used the term “the long look™ (10) for the
reckoning she did that allowed her to finally tell her grief in stripped urgent stanzas.
Ondaatje uses a similar language for describing the interior discovery process of the
long poem: “to take a longer look at themselves and their landscape, to hold onto
something frail” (12). And this does describe my collection process, which had me
reading through many of the twenty-seven journals | have kept (since | started my
personal record keeping at eleven) and clicking through the old poetry folders in my
drive, which contains every poem | have written since | started writing at sixteen.
Like Goyette and Ondaatje, | experienced the process as a long and uncomfortable
look. To find the language | have used for loneliness in the past, | had to get past my
nervousness and confront my fear of both the loneliness and the language. This
process gave me an empathy for my younger self and gave my language an urgency.

It may seem a little silly, a little sickly—self-indulgent, perhaps?—that | have
devoted seventy-five poetic pages to my personal experience of loneliness. But |
wanted to discover what language exists for one of the most personal and persistent
experiences we undergo as humans, so | felt I had to talk about my own. Because one

of my interests was the taboo around loneliness and our hesitancy to talk about it,



being willing to share my own seemed vital. And the long poem works well for such a
project. In the introduction of The New Long Poem Anthology, Sharon Thesen says
the long poem lends itself to being a “poetic diary” (453). And Frank Davey, referring
to the long poem as autobiography, proposed that “life structure here becomes poetic
structure” (13). These scholars comment on the personal, committed nature of long
poem writing. | could not write about my loneliness timidly or tepidly. Once | began
to write about my personal experiences of loneliness, | had to dedicate the time and
allow myself the vulnerability to see what language would emerge.

In this exploration, I was influenced by other poets’ negotiations with
loneliness. While dictionary definitions of loneliness are often tied to “alone”-ness
(Cambridge, Merriam-Webster, OED), loneliness in literature is often about a
relationship with one’s environment. In Mathew Henderson’s Lease, the speaker is
surrounded by people (Renay 30, Dan 34, Todd 38, Devin 58), activity (Rig In 29, Oil
Field Love Poem 35), and noise (The Ranch 7). Similarly, in Triny Finlay’s Myself a
Paperclip, the speaker is inundated with “snacks, plants, patients, setbacks, fish tanks,
board games, peachy film on dank couches” (11). Henderson’s poems take place on
an oil lease while Finlay’s situates us in a psych ward; both environments are
examples of places that are simultaneously lonely and crowded. Both Henderson and
Finlay encouraged me to think about how “loneliness” and “lack™ are not
synonymous. Arguably, it is feeling the lack of something that prompts our experience
of loneliness, but this lack can coexist with, or even be birthed in, an environment of
abundance. | experiment most with these highly sensory, abundant lonely moments in

“II,” ‘.

“You Look Like Someone I Love.” In you” and “I”” are balancing their
loneliness and intimacy with decaf coffee, Johnny Cash, a red pepper, and a lemon

(Henbest 26). My understanding that loneliness can live in abundance is also



ingrained in my creative work through my use of the extensiveness of the long poem
form and the crowded collecting of collage.

In “The Back Seat of My Mother’s Car,” Julia Copus narrates a young girl
being taken away from her father, the second stanza being a mirrored version of the
first stanza. The immediacy and the palpable trauma of the first stanza, “you were
mouthing something I still remember, the noiseless words / piercing me like that
catgut shriek that flew up,” becomes reflective and quiet in the second stanza, “you
were mouthing something: | still remember the noiseless words, the distance, my own
hand tingling like an amputation” (202). Much of my understanding of loneliness is
anchored in the emotive effect of Copus’ poem: loneliness is largely deflated in
reflection. New loneliness arises, but old loneliness-es often shrink in the rear view. In
the present, as loneliness is experienced, it might last forever. Fear of that forever is
often an all-consuming terror. To be remembering a particular loneliness, however,
that loneliness must have changed or ended.

The challenge of “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That,” which is the longest
section of my thesis, is in honouring each loneliness in the list by writing as if I am
experiencing it, even though it is now a memory. The naturally urgent flow of the list,
which prioritizes each moment as it happens and then continues, helped me to
prioritize each moment as | hoped to without getting stuck on it. | was influenced here
by Dionne Brand’s inventory, in which her relentless listing evokes both distress and
humour: “by malaria, by hemorrhagic fevers, by hungers, by fingerprint, by dogs and
vigilantes...” (39). There is an unbelievable, absurd quality to her speaker spelling it
all out, reporting all the things most of us go to such trouble to ignore. And yet the list
is interrupted by lists of a different, delightful kind: “sweet life of green oranges, of

plums and dates, of papayas ripening” (40). Something similar is at play in my



description of my relationship with my high school boyfriend, “we watched good will
hunting / made out like people who didn’t know how to use a mop” (71). My list of
loneliness-es is not empty of love and humour and joy.

UNDERSTANDING LONELINESS

But what is loneliness? There is no conclusive definition of loneliness
(McHugh Power). However, many researchers posit that how we experience
loneliness has a lot to do with why we are alone and how we experience being alone
(Moustakas, Buechler, McHugh Power). In the second edition of The Cambridge
Handbook of Personal Relationships, Jenny de Jong Gierveld defines loneliness as
“the negative experience of a discrepancy between the desired and the achieved
personal network of relationships” (391). For Gierveld, loneliness is based on a
person’s expectations and perceptions of their relationships and relational needs.
Loneliness is particular and open. I explore this idea in “For Hannah,” where
Hannah'’s loneliness revolves around her inability to conceive a child; the particular
loneliness of a woman who wants a child, which is, in her case, amplified by 11th-
century BC culture that prioritizes motherhood as a woman’s primary purpose.
Similarly, my loneliness after brother 3 moves out is particular to the closeness of our
relationship and the concurrent happenings in our family, such as my mum getting
remarried (Henbest 74).

In the health-research branch of psychology, Joanna E. McHugh Power
defines loneliness as usually caused by a “lack of intimacy, cognitive discrepancy,
confused response to Western society, and lack of emotional or social relations”
(221). I can understand how this definition serves a purpose in health care by detailing
four specific concerns to look for. However, | am wary of this definition because it

focuses on “lack™ and seems to posit that there might be something wrong with the



individual. In the final section of this essay, | will address Christian loneliness and
will speak extensively as to why | do not believe there is something wrong with a
person experiencing loneliness. Here 1 will just quickly say that, like Gierveld, |
understand loneliness to say more about how we feel about our relationships with self,
others and God than it does reveal an individual flaw or weakness. Leaving any space
for a negative value judgement about an individual experiencing loneliness supports
the taboo around loneliness: if loneliness means something is wrong with a person or
their relationships, this wrongness easily seems a fault or flaw a person might want to
hide. This focus on the lonely person as flawed is consistent with treatments for
loneliness later in McHugh Power’s article, including: “the enhancement of social
skills, addressing of maladaptive social cognitions, increasing opportunities for social
interaction, and the provision of social support” (228). Ironically, although Gierveld’s
definition actually has the word negative in it, it focuses on the negative experience of
loneliness, not on the supposed deficiencies of the person who is experiencing the
loneliness. Her definition is understanding and flexible about the possibility of
different emotional needs in different people at different times. In my creative work, |
do not directly or purposely apply a healthcare model to loneliness; I just describe my
experience. Yet, it is not hard to pick out some of the patterns and causes described by
McHugh Power.

While I agree more with Gierveld’s relative and open understanding of
loneliness, I am going to consider McHugh Power’s list of potential causes of
loneliness to acknowledge those patterns. One prominent pattern for me is that
loneliness often arises from feeling different from others in an unacceptable way
(McHugh Power 229). In “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That,” I list loneliness

resulting from racial matters (50), bullying (63), and health issues (76-77, 62-65, 69-



71), all examples of being or feeling “different.” Gierveld also notes that poor health
is a specific risk factor for loneliness as it excludes one, particularly when one is ill at
a younger age like I was, from their peer group in terms of lifestyle, goals, and
experience (395).

Other potential causes for loneliness are early attachment issues (McHugh
Power 223) and the lack of an intimate partner (McHugh Power 224). Susan Ostrov
Weisser in her article, “Loneliness, Emptiness, and Wordsworth’s ‘Bliss of Solitude’
in Life and Literature,” writes that she used to think of “being alone as a kind of
enemy that had to be guarded against and fought with every weapon [she] could find.
Being alone meant being abandoned” (117). Loneliness is abandonment. [ used to
think the same thing. In “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That,” my fear of
abandonment is displayed as an intense attachment to my mum as a young child:
“woke up in the night mummy / tuck in beside her just us” (Henbest 47). Later, this
attachment shifts to brother 3 through family circumstances and | fear of losing him:
“brother 3 moved out / brother 3 moved out / brother 3 moved out” (74).

Weisser, like McHugh Power, also focuses on intimate partner relationships
and submits that “the problem of loneliness seemed like a question, as it had in the
novel [Jane Eyre], of finding the right person, the one who merged with you into
joyful fulness” (116). My only intimate relationship is briefly mentioned “boy 2” (76).
As | struggled with crushes and boy problems in high school, most of my family was
busy dating, getting engaged, or married. Loneliness is sometimes not being chosen.
Much of my loneliness was exacerbated by the fact that I remained “un-merged” and
undesired—*i went to high school boy 1 that i liked didn’t like me back™ (73)—while
my family members were falling in love and moving on around me: “brother 3 started

dating his best friend” (73). The five other members of my family got married within

10



seven years—my experiences of which are all, except brother 1’s relationship, noted
in some way as lonely moments in “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That.”

Each of us experiences our emotions differently. What exactly 1 mean when 1
say | am sad or lonely, is not exactly what you mean; | have my lifetime of feeling sad
and lonely feeding into my present experience, as do you. Sandra Buechler puts it like
this,

Each of us has a rich, complex, experimental history of each of the

fundamental emotions. When someone feels angry today, a lifetime of angry

experiences shade and shape this anger. To some extent s/he will always be
alone with the fullness of this experience, unable to get all of it across to

someone else. (14)

As Gierveld and McHugh Power show us, there are some predictable scenarios or
causes of loneliness. But to some extent, we are also alone in our experience of our
emotions because they are unique. Loneliness is personal. For this reason, I begin “I
Didn’t Understand Love Like That” at my birth. I can help you understand my
experience of loneliness by sharing it deep and long with you. | can try to list every
lonely moment of my life for you. Of course, | cannot remember every single
loneliness. But when | patiently articulate, for fifty pages, the loneliness-es | am
aware of in my life, from zero to twenty-two, perhaps you can better understand what
loneliness feels like to me.

Some memories in “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That” might not seem [as]
lonely, like staying with both sets of grandparents. Considered as stand-alone poems,
perhaps loneliness would not be mentioned in describing them. However, in the
context on the long poem, we know that | am almost always trying to ground myself

within my immediate family and that how | feel regarding loneliness or belonging is
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connected to them. I often take note of who is and is not with me, often mentioning
what they are doing or feeling as best as | can understand it at the age | am. Like
many children, my entire identity is wrapped up in my family. In the glimpse of my
mum’s dad, dad and brother 1 are missing:

mum relaxed when she and brother 3 and i found her home

found her family brother 2 the fruit of her childhood

(brother 3/i giggled over the fleshy sound of lychees) (52)

In the glimpse of my dad’s parents, both my parents and brothers 1 and 2 are missing:
brother 3 got a penny for every fallen apple he bucketed

grandpa only said half the things he thought about our parents

grandma didn’t like that i chatted with strangers at the airport (53)

These moments are not lonely because | was alone or because these times were sad or
difficult, but because of how | have come to understand belonging—Dbeing utterly
embedded in my family. So, if anyone is missing, | feel lonely.

My intense interest in and attachment to my family for defining and finding
belonging is described by Gierveld, who proposes that “the four closest ties in a
person’s network provide a great degree of protection against loneliness” (391) and
that siblings are particularly important relationships for those without intimate
partners or children (396). Loneliness can be protected against. As a child and then
later as a young adult without a romantic partner, it fits that for me, this protection
would be my family, particularly my parents and brother 3, the brother closest in age
to me. They are consistent characters in “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That.” “Dad”
is mentioned twenty-tree times; “mum” is mentioned thirty-nine times; and “brother

3” is mentioned thirty-seven times. Often their feelings or life events are the sources
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of my own loneliness in so much as they distract them from me or alter the shape
and/or dynamic of our family.

Gierveld proposes that best friends can also “step in and function as confidants
and thus help alleviate emotional loneliness” (396). In “I Didn’t Understand Love
Like That,” sister-in-law 3 is an example of a confidante over the years of the poem:
“those long fights girlfriend 3 traced L O R D on my leg miracle hoping” (73); “sister-
in-law 3 heard me say nothing and made my bed at their house” (82); “i listened for
God and sister-in-law 3’s gravel crunch” (93). In “You Look Like Someone I Love,”
| am removed geographically from my family, and this distance creates the need for
me to be bold in making connections and friendships. | explore the vulnerability of
trusting someone in a new place in “XI:” “letters / about naming your cats, Albert and
Ethel, and / my dad’s exhaustion turned sadness” (35), and | consider the necessity of
the vulnerability in “XVI:” “when I am washed up at your feet / you sit down with
me” (40).

Clark Moustakas’ Loneliness was a seminal text in 1961. This work separated
existential loneliness from loneliness anxiety, and he viewed loneliness as a
multifaceted experience:

Existential loneliness is an intrinsic and organic reality of human life in which

there is both pain and triumphant creation emerging out of long periods of

desolation. In existential loneliness man is fully aware of himself as an
isolated and solitary individual while in loneliness anxiety man is separated

from himself as a feeling and knowing person. (27)

In “Theoretical Approaches to Loneliness,” Amin Rokach describes Moustakas’
understanding of loneliness as including a “loneliness of solitude,” which is a

fulfilling state of being alone, and a “loneliness of broken life,” which is alone-ness

13



brought on by tragedy (226). Like Gierveld, Moustakas shows us that loneliness is
how we feel about being alone. In “You Look Like Someone I Love,” I navigate a
new place and new relationships on my own because | made the choice to move to
Fredericton to go to school. In this instance, being alone is an accepted consequence
of my decision. Whereas in “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That,” much of my
loneliness comes from the absence of my family members or illness and so is
unchosen.

While | can appreciate, and pin pieces of my creative work to an
understanding of the impact of one’s comfort with and choice of being alone, my
understanding is distinct from the existential loneliness described by Moustakas.
Existential loneliness is, in a nutshell, the idea that being alive and knowing we die is
enough to make us lonely (Rokach, McHugh Power, Gierveld). Yet existential
loneliness fails to describe the most significant loneliness-es | experience. | remember
a friend telling me that she felt haunted by her fear of death. | had only heard of
fearing death because I had read Don DeLillo’s White Noise and it is the
preoccupation of the main characters; | had never experienced it. A fear or
preoccupation with death does not exist in my work or my life because, as a Christian,
| have all the answers | feel | need: when | die, | will spend eternity in heaven with
Jesus—something | have been confident in since childhood.

CHRISTIAN LONELINESS AND COMMUNITY

The most prominent and influential idea of loneliness in my creative work is
the Christian theological understanding of loneliness, which, very simply, sees
loneliness as an inescapable human condition because of the fall (Graham, Meconi,

Werntz). | have come to see loneliness as an inherent part of being human; in the
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words of Billy Graham,* “the roots of loneliness were planted in the human soul and it
has been inherited by every inhabitant ever.” In “The Solitude of the Saints,” Myles
Werntz discusses how Graham’s 1987 sermon on loneliness in Denver, Colorado—
when and where he made the above statement—was revolutionary for this approach to
loneliness as a theological condition. While | have considered and even agree with
many of the psychological understandings of loneliness | have presented above, they
do not best represent my work. As Dr. Sinclair said to me at one point, it goes without
saying that I am having a discussion with and about God in my work, which is
relatively unusual in a literary world that often assumes secular beliefs, values and
experiences. The inescapable loneliness of a God-creature not living in the full
presence and glory of God is the loneliness | have experienced and write about most.
My Biblical heritage of loneliness stems from the theological idea that
loneliness began in the Garden with the disruption of Biblical community and union. |
hate to do this quickly, but the crux is this: God—who is three in one, Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit, living in perfect union—created us to join them. To enjoy union with
them. God created a perfect Eden for Adam and Eve where they could live in perfect
union with each other® and with him.® This perfection was disrupted when sin entered

the world.” 8

41 acknowledge that Billy Graham left a complicated, controversial and contradictory legacy;
especially regarding his involvement in civil rights movement of the 1960s, the Vietnam war, and
antisemitic comments. Some of these actions and thoughts he apologized for later in life, some he did
not (BBC, CNN, The Guardian, NPR). I include him in my discussion for his ideas on loneliness alone.
5 Therefore, a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and they shall become
one flesh (Genesis 2:24 NKJV, italics mine).

5 And they heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of the day (Genesis 3:8a
NKJV).

" Genesis 3:16-24 details the specific consequences of Adam and Eve’s sin and why God had to banish
them from Eden. But it is really Genesis 3:10 that describes the breaking of the union: with the
introduction of shame, they hide from God, instead of running to him.

8 | was raised in, and much of my theology comes from the Presbyterian Church. I am not presenting
you with what every Christian believes about sin, union, God, or the fall. There are so many
denominations and understandings and opinions. The purpose of this section, for better or worse, is not
to prove that my theology is correct theology, but to explore how loneliness might be different for a
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McHugh Power suggests an array of causes of loneliness as discussed above,
but theological thought considers one root: living in a fallen world. In my “For the
Women God Loves” sequence, I write from this understanding, that due to this
fallenness “never has a human soul escaped the pains of loneliness” (Meconi 59). |
have often thought about the loneliness of Eve, who had only known goodness and
beauty and joy and purity in Eden but was, introduced to shame when sin entered the
world:

when you saw for the first time

your nakedness did you wonder why on earth

would God make this? was your first doubt

God’s goodness towards your body? (Henbest 92)

Eve became lonely because her shame made her hide when God went looking for her.
Hannah was lonely living in a world where death and infertility exist (Henbest 94).
Hagar was lonely as a result of Sarai and Abram’s sin (Henbest 95). The women
disciples were lonely because they did not understand who Jesus is (Henbest 97). |
was lonely because I could not hear God (Henbest 98).

Sometimes Christian loneliness is seen as a result of one’s sin. Sin is
essentially anything that separates you from God,; it is missing the mark and the mark
is God. And of course, loneliness can result from personal sin. For example, if you
commit a crime and are sent to prison® or if you harm a close friend by lying to them
and they will no longer speak to you. But Werntz suggests that there is a loneliness
that exists removed from personal sin; he asks, “what if it is not sin that creates

loneliness, but simply being a creature of God after the fall?”” (9). Loneliness is living

Christian who shares the beliefs | describe than it may be for someone with a different belief system or
no belief system; specifically, | wanted to think about the character of my loneliness.

% This example doesn’t assume that all incarcerated people are sinners and doesn’t ignore the
significant injustices within the judicial system.
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in a fallen world. In “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That,” I often reference this
unsettledness. Even from a young age, | turn to God to reckon with my loneliness.
When | was eleven and home-schooled and my parents were divorcing “on long walks
1 talked to God it rained every day it could” (38). When I was twelve and starting
junior high and my parents were particularly preoccupied, brother 2 “told us he
actually loved God now / we actually loved him now so we decided to try God too”
(66). This pattern continued as | get older. When | was twenty-two and in my last year
of undergrad and missing my family, “my apartment started looking strange to me / 1
was hungry to be loved by God” (90). My loneliness is always in conversation with
God: who he is and who he created me to be. I reference God, by some name, thirty-
two times in the manuscript; he is also referred to by many pronouns. Although there
are sketches in “You Look Like Someone I Love” and glimpses in “I Didn’t
Understand Love Like That” in which he is not a character, he appears so often that
his presence is always a possibility, sometimes referenced through behaviour, like
“love,” or location, like “church.”

Christian loneliness is a unique opportunity to experience the depths of God.
David Vincent Meconi, in his article “Two Apostles of Loneliness” discusses Caryll
Houselander and Catherine Doherty, two women who had extraordinary experiences
of loneliness and “the mystical body of Christ” (60). One of their tenet
understandings of loneliness was that it “invit[ed] all to enter evermore deeply into
[Jesus’] own Body on earth” (64). Both Doherty and Houselander had similar
conceptions of the possibilities for loneliness in the human heart: “fruitful
communion” or “self-perpetuating misery” (66). It is this fruitful communion that

they believed is the unique and precious opportunity of loneliness for the Christian.
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Dane Ortlund, in Gentle and Lowly: The Heart of Christ for Sinners and Sufferers,
writes,

Our tendency is to feel intuitively that the more difficult life gets, the more

alone we are. As we sink further into pain, we sink further into isolation. The

Bible corrects us. Our pain never outstrips what [Jesus] himself shares in. We

are never alone. That sorrow that feels so isolating, so unique, was endured by

him in the past and is shouldered by him in the present. (48)

Our tendency is isolation, but our invitation is union. Werntz comes to a similar
conclusion while exploring the Psalms to understand some of the first examples of
Christian loneliness writing. The psalms are “rife with pleas for God to rescue” and
restore, and yet “the form in which these prayers are answered is not, it seems, that the
condition of loneliness goes away but that its pain is transformed.” Sometimes the
psalmists ask God to take away whatever they are dealing with, but often, like me in
my above examples (Henbest 63, 66, 90), they are simply bringing it to him. They just
tell him about it, sharing the experience with him. There is something in just knowing
he knows.

Werntz clarifies that this sharing does not take the loneliness away: “it is not
that loneliness becomes less prevalent in our lives, but when it shows up, it shows up
as a handmaiden, ushering us toward God and reminding us of the gifts of one
another’s presence that we have when we are together” (italics mine). My final
glimpse in “I Didn’t Understand Love Like That” exemplifies this process. Loneliness
is still present and still difficult. But loneliness reminds me | have a God:

every night a rerun

every half hour i reunite my heat pack and the microwave

kill a cricket turn up my fan ask God to rock me to sleep in his arms
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he asks me do i trust him with all of this

do i trust him

with all of this (95)

In this glimpse, | am lonely with God, relying on his comfort while hoping for
healing. We can be lonely with someone and for something.

Sometimes Christian loneliness is understood as curable through Christian
community. In Dorothy Day’s memoir The Long Loneliness, she writes,
“community—that [i]s the social answer to the long loneliness™ (252). In many ways,
| agree with her: intentional Christian community was the balm my brother and | were
both applying in the summer of 2021, him to his older congregants, me to Louise and
three other elderly ladies I visited on rotation. Somehow Christian community is both
critical in soothing and insufficient in curing loneliness. It was not made to end
loneliness and is not failing when it does not. This is easily understood if we
remember the root of Christian loneliness, the fall, the effects of which will only be
fully erased when Christ comes again. Werntz posits that “a life with others is
possible only when we first befriend our loneliness.” Which is to say that for all the
joy and companionship and love and encouragement and guidance that is the gift of
good Christian community, if we are not comfortable with our loneliness before God
in a fallen world, we will be continually unsatisfied by our community.

In “You Look Like Someone I Love,” I explore the interaction and community
that make life bearable and even lovely when you move to a new place where you
know no one. It is twenty love letters to loneliness and kindness. All of the
interactions were important to me in forming a community here in Fredericton, but

there is a particularly tangible closeness in some of the examples of forming Christian
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community. I am thinking of “X.,” the titular poem, “you look like someone I love... /
You clasp your hands / like you’re clapping for me,” (34) and “XX.,” the final poem,
“tonight the river is pink and thank God you exist” (44). However, as precious as
these relationships are, and they are very precious, these connections are balms, not
cures, to my loneliness.

“I'M LONELY”

In An Anatomy of the Long Poem, Rachel Zucker states that,

long poems are ambitious. And egotistical. And obnoxious. How can the poet

believe others are willing to listen to her go on and on? Who is she to tell the

tale of the tribe? Who is she to speak so loudly, for so long, so unceasingly?
Who am | to tell the tale of my tribe? | have not discovered the language of loneliness.
| was not trying to. | have found my language of loneliness. | was trying to do that. |
was trying to spend some time with my loneliness, give some options for language
about loneliness, and hope that it encourages other to love their own loneliness a little

more. I was hoping to learn from Louise and be brave and say, “oh, I'm lonely.”
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You Look Like Someone | Love:

twenty sketches

Dedication
In the fall of 2022, | moved to Fredericton, New Brunswick. These poems are

dedicated to the first twenty people | met there. And to all of you whom | have yet to
meet.
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l.
for S. L.

You’re letting your eyelashes drop out
to save money. Catch the ones you can

and wish. We are folded cross-legged on my carpet
like schoolgirls, hoping
someone will show us what to do.
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Il.
for M. K-G.

If we’re going to be in this strange land together,
we’ll brew decaf coffee and Johnny Cash

at eight a.m. I’ll drive you to the airport

for a red pepper and a lemon.
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1.
for M. T.

You’re from the place where my dad is
sick, the closest I’ve been
to him in a while.

When sun spills into the garden
we draw out our own shadows.
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V.
for S. D.

When | ask you if you have any friends
you say you’re not sure.

As we sit on the grass, interrupting
dandelions, I reply that I know what it’s like
to turn and say eagle to nobody.
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V.
for A. M.

I make butternut soup for your husband.

When | bring it to your house
you smoke. | sit beside you, nursing
tea | made in your kitchen.
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VI.
for E. I.

Even though you are exhausted
you warm my hands the proper way,

procuring the teapot and china,
rinsing out the dust.
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VII.
for K.

| think you look like a Nick and call you Nick
in my head and nothing to your face.

When | offer you my phone number for emergencies
| learn your definition of emergency.
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VIII.
forJ. T.

When I've slept only one night
in my new apartment, you tell me I’m living

with the ghosts of chickens

and wish me luck at grad school.

The floor sags and the stove rejects the microwave:

you promise me you’ll come back.
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IX.
for V. D.

Your voice sounds like gravel and

cigarettes, but | think God bent you this way
compassionately. You chat with us like sheep
you would come after and recognize

by our voices.
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X.
for W. F

You look like someone I love.
When | offer you my name
you repeat it

until it sounds familiar

between us. You clasp your hands
like you’re clapping for me, and
God does with us what he wants.
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XI.
for A. J.

You hold the door open

wide enough for us both, for letters

about naming your cats, Albert and Ethel, and
my dad’s exhaustion turned sadness. | gather

maple leaves for you. They relax
into my hands.
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XII.
for K. K.

You decide to be my friend
before you know me. I’'m not sure

what to do except be brave:

when we go out for pizza

you pick off peppers and I delight in olives.

33



XIII.
for D.

| come for coffee in the mornings
just to see you give honey

to the trail of ants crawling past.
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XIV.
for K. P.

Beside us is a puddle like soup:

you’ve grown old, you’ve grown old,

you wear the bottom of your trousers rolled.
One of us is soft. We don’t know anything

for sure about the other. Yet, you confide
your grocery list: 2% milk, whole wheat bread,
1 banana, face cloths, spam.

35



XV.
for B.

When | wrestle a tangle of fabric arms
and legs into the machines, I hear my mother’s
voice coming out of your mouth.

While you hold my wet pyjamas, you tell me
about your children and choices,
ask me about mine when the rumbling starts.
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XVI.
for T. F.

When | am washed up at your feet
you sit down with me, get your hands dirty

drawing in the sand. Who shows up
but our dads, exaggerated and exact
-ly as we understand them.
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XVII.
for S.S.

Most people I know who laugh like you
have died, somehow. | am relieved

that you show me how

to unfold—an unfurling Morning Glory.
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XVIII.
for S.

This church reminds me
how I hid in the many folds

of my mother when | was young:

you let me stand beside you,

chatting to the elbows beneath your dress.
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XIX.
for B. P.

When | call you I ask you how you are
and then for a favour. You paint the walls white and
evict the wasps. When the mice emerge

| share my peanut butter and
you supply the traps.
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XX.
for K. A.

The piles of rice and prayers helped, but
how can | ever say what | feel?

Tonight the river is pink and thank God you exist.
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| Didn’t Understand Love Like That
a loneliness list poem
Dedication:
To my family, for whom | thank God every day. This is a retelling of my loneliness

not my life: how many more pages could I fill with our joy? I tried to be true, but
that’s almost impossible. I love you.

40



i was born in a place with eagles
did all the winsome things babies do cradled
orange rinds in my teeth

in the photos brother 3 is still a baby and clings

to me who is always where he left me
a terrible time for those who fed themselves

Bella Bella, BC
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brother 3/i had bunk beds sometimes he’d climb up to mine
imagine brother 2 garnished in yellow-rubber-duckies
tell the story of the mustard and ketchup witch

sometimes i woke up in the night mummy
tuck in beside her just us in the night unless dad was home
his penchant for locked doors i cried until i was found

brother 3/i pre-schooled played at home drank tea with mum

sometimes we’d go to the airport find dad climb on top of the trolly’s tower
be paraded home

Beverly house, Edmonton, AB
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dad was somewhere
mum wasn’t sure
whether she was scared or angry

that summer mum and brothers 2 and 3 and i ate ham out of a tin carrot sticks
picnic suppers on the deck
mum/i drifted through the forest always coming home

i taught myself to read

dad found us again
brothers 1/2 were lost or found in a way i didn’t understand

Millet, AB
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in the summer dead fish bloated the river
in the winter all snow wind
in between just mud splattered up the back of jeans and us

us included dad then
we were different in a way we couldn’t change
tromped around the island over and over never found a new way off

sometimes wore our best clothes chalices of V8 juice mum’s special chicken
i drew a family album of us snow-angelling and other -ings
when i showed it around i noticed brother 2 was nowhere

mum said add him

soon after we lost him
brother 1 was never there at all

Moose Factory Island in the Moose River, ON
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running home as the big kids chased us white trash
caught (a face of snow) seven-year-olds and up
seemed to have heard how bad we were

I was six first crush and first kiss was my classmate michael

brother 3 was seven his grade two three split class
were the chasers all the way to where the path turned

Moose Factory Island in the Moose River, ON
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praise God that that christmas brother 1 found dad and mum and brother 3 and i
our uncle/aunt’s dogs’ had big ears that worked as blankets or megaphones
my parents bought tubs tubs tubs of ice cream

on the morning of we stood in front of the christmas tree

in my uncle/aunt’s house without them and
dad led us in prayer for his enemies

uncle (dad’s brother) and aunt’s long time family home, Chesterville, ON

46



mum relaxed when she and brother 3 and i found her home
found her family brother 2 the fruit of her childhood
(brother 3/i giggled over the fleshy sound of lychees)

I squeezed myself through the burglar bars in my bedroom window after nap time

to love the lemon tree frighten my gramps who sold stamps and gave people tea
brother 3/i learned to speak another language as much as mum wanted us to

gramps’ (mum’s dad) home, Pretoria, South Africa
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i tracked black raspberry patch mud onto the concrete path
grandpa/i watched closely dry harden scrape
by my works my sins were cleaned

brother 3 got a penny for every fallen apple he bucketed

grandpa only said half the things he thought about our parents
grandma didn’t like that i chatted with strangers at the airport

grandma and grandpa’s (dad’s childhood home), Edmonton, AB
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regifted to mum/dad brother 3 turned nine while i was still seven
and that time they gave him the bicycle he wanted
dad was trying really very hard

mum decided to want something and was applying for school

she reminded us that as a child she only came in the house for lunch
brother 3/i played harry potter between cars and dumpsters at the mulberry motel

Mulberry Motel, Summerside, PE
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mornings with buckets to gather from nature’s open mouth
the coolness of her breath the water brother 3/i spilt
bare arms legs (our longs rolled up) bitten

beware the leeches brother 3 laughed already so far ahead
so much stronger faster not yet grown into his kindness he left me
with the bigger metal bucket to slug back to the cabin

morning after morning the loons circled the lake

called to me as i lowered my bucket understood me
as well as i understood them there’s something in just crying aloud

Palangio Island in Palangio Lake, ON
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the house became ours with nothing inside
except us and what tumbled from our car i stood eating off a cutting board
dad/brother 3 built a deck mum baked bread

i crept closer to brother 3 to turn eight
mum/dad plopped me in a wheelbarrow
rolled me out to flowers

brother 3/i went to real school again lost mum/dad as they wished

after school brother 3/i’d fill in for them and fight
he found big books to read i found myself left to myself

Glashvin house, Belfast, PE
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1 didn’t know how to like or be liked by the kids at school
when mum got home the house warmed a bit
sometimes we’d go the airport find dad the piano would play again

Glashvin house, Belfast, PE
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mum zipped brother 3/me up in our matching pink suitcases sent us after dad
dad slept in a big room in mel rose’s yard behind a tall fence
dad lived at his job

brother 3/i yelled with the birds of paradise
brother 2 was delivered to us by 16-hour bus
taught us to bury-in-the-ground

the rotten fruit dad would shuffle from the compost bin to our plates

waste not want not
i fell in love with johnny cash

Mthatha, South Africa
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dad bought mum a restaurant i thanked God for happy people
rolled knife fork spoon up in cloth napkins gathered them up again dirty
lost and found mum spending the long day there with her

could cross the highway and spend all day at the pool by myself

couldn’t eat fries in case i got fat
everyone said so

Higher Ground Cafe, Belfast, PE
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brother 2 found us his hair was long he made mum laugh
i shared a room with him/his bottle of moonshine on the window sill
brother 1 ate supper with me and asked why i believed in God

Glashvin house, Belfast, PE
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one christmas brother 1 missed his flight dad came home
mum went home to visit her dad
i slept with her winter coat every night in my face the long fur that fringed the hood

the fur smelled like her perfume
1 emailed her said mum i’m sorry i’m so sorry that i’m bad
and dad baked battered fish for christmas dinner

brother 1: Edmonton, AB // Glashvin house, Belfast, PE
dad: the big room, Mthatha, SA — Glashvin house, Belfast, PE
mum: Glashvin house, Belfast, PE — gramps’ house, Pretoria, SA
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when mum left dad brother 3 knew by nightmare first
brothers 1/2 shrugged mum told me over pancakes
dad went to the woods

Glashvin house, Belfast, PE
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in grade five my face was scratched
out of the class photo my valentine drew my portrait as a pig
for grade six i stayed home

made friends with the dead and made-up (dear jane from lantern hill)

brother 3 had to separate himself from me because being a loser is contagious
on long walks i talked to God it rained every day it could

Glashvin house, Belfast, PE
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i watched mama mia and wondered if mum/brother 3 were dead
we met by the driveway where i was sobbing in the ditch
watching the birth of the road

barb’s house, Belfast, PE
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i still wore pyjama sets and folded my favourite into my bag
the house didn’t feel good brother 3 headed me off at the edge of the lawn
told me to quit it before mum came home

barb’s house, Belfast, PE
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brother 2 found brother 3/me at home glued to whatever on tv
taught us to rap “love the way you lie” by eminem told us he actually loved God now
we actually loved him now so we decided to try God too

all this time all this time all this time
mum was at work (close close by)
dad was at work (far far away)

61
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mum hollowed out the basement of the restaurant to make space for us
mum and brothers 2 and 3 and i made good friends with vinegar
woke up to the customers stomping their feet

Higher Ground Cafe, Belfast, PE
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dad remembered us moved back into the old house
brother 3 declared divorce so we bounced between our parents
only meeting in our junior high’s hallway

Glashvin house, Belfast, PE

63



i found myself alone with dad for the first time in my life
brother 2 found a tender-thoughtful-God-loves-you-woman got married
and i wanted him back and i missed brother 3

Higher Ground Cafe, Belfast, PE
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i noticed how deep wide the window
opened in the top floor bathroom at my friend’s house
wondered how fragile the thirteen-year-old body was

i looked at the road

i asked God to forgive me
promised to be where he put me

Higher Ground Cafe, Belfast, PE
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dad found a job and a wife in another town
brother 3/i found ourselves having wednesday suppers at red’s corner and
calling it a relationship with dad

Souris, PE
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i was struggling to breathe which worried mum
but you've always been my healthy child
i saw a doctor for the first time since i was born

mum asked whether my stomach still hurt

like it did when i was little when she gave me tums and
told me i1 was nervous because we’d just moved

higher ground cafe, Belfast, PE
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i went to high school boy 1 that i liked didn’t like me back
brother 3 started dating his best friend
if anyone was home after school it was him

when mum lost the restaurant
she found another degree to take and a man
1’m not exactly sure how

she couldn’t believe we loved her

those long fights girlfriend 3 traced L O R D on my leg miracle hoping
he would speak instead of us

higher ground cafe, Belfast, PE
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brother 3 moved out
brother 3 moved out
brother 3 moved out

higher ground cafe, Belfast, PE
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mum and stepdad and me in the unfinished house with the cherry trees
a man i didn’t know and mum’s old car she gave me
sorry

Flat River, PE
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boy 2 i liked did like me back
we watched good will hunting
made out like people who didn’t know how to use a mop

he bought me paper towns for valentine’s day

never let me miss my doctors’ appointments and
i didn’t know how to tell him his hands reminded me of other hands

Flat River, PE
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my body wasn’t working like it used to (how do you say that and who to)
what do you think you have cancer
clinic doctor laughed left to see sick patients

Flat River, PE
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my math-teacher-mother-figure had ms and told me
that being told you aren’t sick doesn’t mean you aren’t sick
it’s just what doctors say when they don’t know

if you can’t name my pain my pain doesn’t exist

doesn’t need to be talked about or told
my doctor did a two-hand-clasp-hand-shake (i liked that)

Flat River, PE
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that summer my co-worker reminded me what i’d always known
dark cool mosquitoes night whispered (when my friend came)
i’ll never be loved right

Rice Point, PE
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that first night i left my roommates cooking our inaugural supper
sat on the cold bathroom tiles called brother 3 said i can 't stay here
(a homesick camper technique) let’s decide that tomorrow

my roommates found me

curled up between the couch the wall leonard cohen
had died so long

first apartment, Charlottetown, PE

75



brother/sister-in-law 2 had child 3 named her after me
i didn’t understand love like that except that i knew i would love her completely
from the time she was a folded blanket a bald head

first apartment, Charlottetown, PE
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brother/sister-in-law 3 lived next door
i hovered ghost-like in between
(my fridge moulded my clothes no longer fit)

sister-in-law 3 heard me say nothing and made my bed at their house
when mum came to get me they said no
as numb-dumb as i was

i knew perhaps they had saved my life

they asked me why are you doing this i told them
everything they could understand ( )

brother and sister-in-law 3’s, Charlottetown, PE
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my big-hope-prof’s door was always open
i always asked her (in different words) the same question
does being sick make you dumb

she always answered no stop trying to be like other people

wrote out her cell number said i play the flute
call me if you can’t hope on your own

first apartment, Charlottetown, PE
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brother 3 found my kitchen light on at 10 pm
found me essay writing
had found mangoes at the store and

brought them to me

cut them like mum showed us
we sat together and found whatever words we could

first apartment, Charlottetown, PE
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i told brother 3 to drive away while i was sobbing
i don’t want to hold you back
he held me my bones cracked

the awkward laugh he does
when he wishes he was God
waved desperately down the street

i cried in the car with chc news
found sister-in-law 3 before i lost her
do you have to go

you have to go

1’d prophesied all of this brother 3 had to be a pastor
God i wished you thought about me in all this

first apartment, Charlottetown, PE
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i grew older slower
sat at the kitchen table
chatted to bonny my window-sill-geranium until the kettle clicked

cradled the milk carton until it opened for me
fed me like my mother
asked the crows on my deck if they knew anything i needed to

called my doctor bi-weekly to hear the same rustling

crawled yes crawled the stairs to the bathroom to bed
crumbled in the morning

first apartment, Charlottetown, PE
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brother 2 handed me six-month-old child 4
(my arms crumpled with her well-fedness) i whisper-talk-cried to her
waving my arms in the way of women who are desperate to love more than they can

children 1 and 2 and 3 found me wanted to play tag
i didn’t have words yet to disappoint them
looked at their dad to take the blame off me
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scared all the way to therapy i wrote on the sheet
i want to work on my health anxiety
first appointment my therapist/i defined anorexia

first apartment, Charlottetown, PE
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i turned twenty-two without feeling like it
i waited for the rheumatologist five years and half an hour in his office
he came in with a check list yes yes yes yes

told me to start working with my family doctor

on fibromyalgia management (we thought you might help?)
i left bought a coffee said all there was to say to all who asked ()

first apartment, Charlottetown, PE
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my apartment started looking strange to me
i was hungry to be loved by God
i was hungry

first apartment, Charlottetown, PE
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1 moved home fifty feet from my mum’s front door
her goldfish she looked for movement and fed me
brother/sister-in-law 3/i we’d all moved home without meaning to

I started grasping for second-grade language to talk to children 1-3

about my body
child 4 swatted me away from her dad

the studio, Flat River, PE
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i watched the cherry tree outside my living room window leaf
blossom shed
waited in the nothing until the cherries emerged orange-reddish-red

the studio, Flat River, PE
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on sunday mornings i listened for God and sister-in-law 3’s gravel crunch
we listened to our pastor and each other
we started telling the truth

it took me two years to compose these sentences

my body doesn’t feel good when i play tag i would love to colour with you
I need to go nap right now i would love to play connect 4 when i wake up

the studio, Flat River, PE
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mum/i were there
sometimes we could be together
sometimes we couldn’t

she didn’t know how to say
1’m popping in because my husband is always in his workshop
1’m lonely

1 didn’t know how to say

1 watching the olympics because i’m sick
1 like when you’re here

the studio, Flat River, PE
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every night a rerun
every half hour i reunite my heat pack and the microwave
kill a cricket turn up my fan ask God to rock me to sleep in his arms

he asks me do i trust him with all of this

do i trust him
with all of this

the studio, Flat River, PE
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For the Women God Loves
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For Eve
Genesis 3

mother, tell me about the garden of God

could you surrender with the palm trees
as they raised the arms God gave them? in glory
was the wind ribbons of magenta and azure and trombone and
did you catch and tuck any next to your skin under your God-sewn-new-clothes
we may eat fruit from the trees in the garden
as you walked out of such exuberance you have never seen
on this side of the cherubim
God did say, You must not eat
fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden
when you saw, for the first time,
your nakedness did you wonder why on earth
would God make this? was your first doubt about
God’s goodness towards your body?
you must not touch it, or you will die
what was it like to hear him call
| ate
and have to ignore him because you had pomegranate seeds
stuck in your teeth and fig leaves to hold?
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For Miriam
Exodus 15:20

you were the first of us to bear it
prophetess, your brother wrote, all the women follow her
sing to the Lord, for he is highly exalted

dancing timbrels beside the sea
that was on your side
if you had not the rocks would have cried out

both horse and driver he has hurled into the sea
what is there to understand except God
has done this thing
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For Hannah
1 Samuel 1:1-20

how long must you have walked and for how many years
to the temple of the Lord
O Lord of hosts, look on the affliction of your servant
assuring yourself this year, this year
he will bless me and he did not
remember me and do not forget your servant
so grieved you stood on God’s steps
and wept directly to him
I am a troubled woman
when Saul saw you he said are you drunk and
you said no grieved
I have been pouring out my spirit
what made you let it go made you
lay your God-hears-me right back at his feet
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For Hagar
Genesis 16

you were the first of us to venture into the wilderness

Sarai asked you to sleep with her husband
which was as bad an idea as it sounds
| am fleeing
but God’s angel found you by a well on the way to Shur
straining to hear water a very certain sound of life
a splash of emptiness
You are a God of seeing
the overwhelming silence of the sand and sky
did you crumble at his voice
did you barely hear him
who knew you Hagar, servant of Sarai
truly here | have seen him who looks after me
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For the Woman at the Well
John 4:1-45

he sat down and waited for you
just the two of you he speaks to you
you are a Jew, and | am a Samaritan woman.
did you think you were delirious from the heat of the day
from your burden of jars and judgement?
why are you asking me for a drink?
it’s eerie really how he knows
about your man and mismanaged marriages
dear woman
| know that the Messiah is coming
when he comes, he will tell us all things
and he tells you God is for you
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For the Women Disciples

Luke 7:37-38; 23:49, 24:1-14; John 19:25, 20:16; Mark 15:41

we know hope when we see it

we hold onto hope

we lose hope

we go looking for hope again

we often find it

in Galilee, they followed him and ministered to
him, and many other women [also] came up with
him to Jerusalem

she did what she could [a mess of tears, broken
glass, perfume, hair, messianic feet] ...a
beautiful thing

watching from a distance [as he sipped the vinegar
wine, cried out, and died were] Mary Magdalene,
Mary (the mother of James the younger and of
Joseph), and Salome

early at dawn, they went to the tomb

Rabboni!
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For Rose
journal entry from 08.09.20

sitting at Rochford Square
trying to be consumed by sky

light, rhododendrons, sparrows

it’s empty and I need
the quiet, need

to be alone,
desperately.

teach me the sweet song of

your voice

so | can listen to it all the days of my life
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