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Flower in the crannied wall,


I pluck you out of the crannies,


I hold you here, root and all, in my hand,


Little flower — but if I could understand


What you are, root and all, and all in all,


I should know what God and man is.


The poem was written in 1863 by Alfred Tennyson (1817-1904).


The poem appeared in the book Bahá’u’lláh and the New Era


by John E. Esslemont, published in Icelandic in 1939.
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A view of the fjord Ísafjarðardjúp.





I was in the kitchen of my house when my daughter Salbjörg came to me and said: “Can I tell you something? Inga Dan has joined some cult.” Inga Dan was her friend and schoolmate. “I just think it’s quite terrible, such a sensible girl,” she added.


There was a brief silence, then I said: “But, my dear Salbjörg, we know that the faith of others should never be judged without examining it. You never know – maybe there is something that we don’t know about. We have never researched our own religion; we just accepted it without examining it.”


We talked a little more about this, but this made me want to know more. Then I asked Salbjörg after two or three days: “Have you heard anything more about Inga’s faith?”


“Yes,” was the answer. “I have asked her, and she has told me various things, and I just cannot find anything that I can object to.”


Then she told me about some of the major principles of the faith. I became seriously interested in learning more about this religion. This was in the fall of 1971.


I was standing near the stove again when Salbjörg came and told me that now she knew more about the faith. It was called the Bahá’í Faith, and it originated in Iran in the middle of the last century. This was an independent religion, and it was just beginning to spread. Then she told me about Bahá’u’lláh. He had been born and raised in Iran. He had declared his mission as a messenger of God over a hundred years ago, but had been persecuted and imprisoned for his teachings. He had been driven into exile. He, his family, and his followers had to endure great hardship and persecution. Bahá’u’lláh had been deported to Turkey, then to Constantinople and Adrianople, and finally by sea to Akka, a prison city to which all the worst criminals of the Turkish Empire were sent. He and a group of his followers were imprisoned in this city for many years.


One of his followers was his son, and he also explained his teachings. His name was ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.


“This city was so foul...” Salbjörg continued to tell me.


But I had long since stopped stirring the pots and stood by the stove, completely amazed, not hearing what she was saying. Iran… this was very strange. I felt like I had taken part in looking at this very path on a map when I was a kid. I remembered Persia and where the cities were, but not their names.


“Akka, isn’t it at the end of the Mediterranean?”


“Yes”


“But… what did you say the man’s name was?”


“Bahá’u’lláh, the name means the Glory of God,” Salbjörg replied.


The Glory of God, I thought and remembered that Halli had told me about the Glory of God and it was with him that I examined the map of how the people crossed the mountains. Bahá’u’lláh had the same initial as Beta from the farm, Mýri, and she laughed so pleasantly.


“But, Salbjörg, this is not a new religion,” I said. “My brother Halli told me about it when I was a child.”


“Yes, it is brand new. It was introduced for the first time this summer in the town of Ísafjörður, and then Inga learned about it, and you must see that it is a new religion, even though Halli told you about it when you were a child. You know, it takes religions even centuries to spread.”


Yes, I saw that this was right when I thought about what Halli had told me.


Halli was disabled, and he could not go to any presentations, I thought, but didn’t he have a book?
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Halli, Jón Hallfreð Ingvarsson and Hanna,


Jóhanna Sigrún Ingvarsdóttir 1938.


I was still standing by the stove, completely amazed. Unexpectedly, I put my right-hand thumb under my palm and looked at the back of my hand and my four fingers.


“Now I remember,” I said.


I was supposed to remember one word that had four letters, so I would recognize the faith that Halli told me about. The second two letters of the word were the first two letters of my name. My name is Hanna, as I was called. I remembered that I needed to put a comma over the letter A, then the final letters were two, -HÁ. But I could not remember the first two letters. I looked at my fingers and saw two and two together with a space between them because I remembered that the space meant that the first two letters came from another word. These were the last two letters in another word, so I put my fingers together and with them the letters, and then the word came that I had to remember. But I couldn’t recall the word with the first two letters. But, wait, what was the name of my hen? Didn’t it have exactly that short foreign name, and didn’t it start with a B as well?
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Jóhanna Sigrún Ingvarsdóttir five years, 1938.





What was actually the name of my hen? How could it happen that I forgot that? But, oh, what had I done?


But even though I was a child, I was pretty sure I did not name it after a person. This word was a symbol that Halli told me to try to remember so I would recognize the religion he told me about.


I remembered well, lying curled up in my grandmother’s bed, waiting for Halli to read the book so he could tell me what he had read. Halli’s book was too complex for me, so I could not read it myself.


My grandmother was not at home; she had gone to visit her son in Akureyri. This must have been when I was nine years old, in 1942.


I remembered that my mother came and said that all the big girls were playing outside, but I curled up even more, as I did not want to be a big girl and go outside to play. Halli had already told me about God’s new messenger; he was not called the Saviour but the Glory of God. I do not know which of these thoughts of mine were spoken out loud.


I do not know what I was doing in the kitchen when I began to remember the Bahá’í Faith, but I do know that I was completely incapable of completing the work I had begun. What amazed me most was that this religion, if it was the one I heard about when I was a child, had now become more familiar and widespread and was only now spreading across the country and that I had heard nothing about it at all during this time – for almost thirty years!
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Jóhanna Sigrún Ingvarsdóttir nine years, 1942.





Doubts gripped me. I kept looking at my hand and putting two and two fingers together, but the word never came. I could not remember.


I stopped thinking about the four letters, because as I heard more about the faith and more came to mind, I became convinced that it was the Bahá’í faith that Halli told me about and taught me when I was a child. But where did he get the book? I remembered that this was a book, not a paper. But then Salbjörg came to me in the kitchen and said she had been reading a beautiful poem, and she read it to me.


“This is the same poem that Halli was trying to make into a song,” I said. “Where did you find this poem?”


“In the book I was reading, it’s called Bahá’u’lláh and the New Era; I borrowed it,” Salbjörg said.


“Bahá’u’lláh and the New Era – isn’t it exactly the name of the book that Halli had?” I asked.


“It can’t be; the man who lent it to me told me the book was published in 1960. I asked him exactly about it because that’s what you’re talking about, but the title page is missing, so I couldn’t see it.”


“Please read the poem again for me,” I asked. She did.


I remembered well when I sat on the stool in front of Halli and covered my ears and told him that I did not want to listen to a poem about a man who came and tore a flower from a crack in the wall and held it in his hand and maybe squeezed it instead of putting more soil in the crack so that the flower could survive. But Halli had said that a man who took the flower with roots and everything from a crack in the wall and held it in his hand, inspecting it, knew that every single particle in the flower contained a mystery that no one could understand. I could trust that the man was holding the flower with full respect.


I started listening to the poem. I thought it was beautiful. Halli said that there was so much wisdom involved and explained to me what he meant.


“But, Salbjörg,” I said, “I just do not understand it at all. I remember this poem well, just like “O Father of light, praise be to you,” because we often sang this poem after Halli found a song that matched it. But before Halli found the song, he was trying to make a song for this poem himself. I remember well when I was pushing the keys on the organ, but Halli always told me which keys I should push, and he sang “Flower in the crannied wall.” But Halli did not have exactly the same words. It was not “Flower that grows in a cracked wall.” No, I remember that it was “Flower in the crannied wall.” Yes, and he sang it over and over again because I was so clumsy at pressing the keys, but of course, he could not do it himself due to his illness.
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