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to Isaiah. you are bright city.









Turn it and turn it, for everything is in it. Look deeply into it, and grow old with it, and spend time over it, and do not stir from it, because there is no greater portion.


—Rabbi Ben Bag-Bag
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introduction



In the middle of 2018, I started reading the Bible every day. After a lifetime of Christian schooling and church-going and small groups and Bible class and homework, I felt like I’d read the Bible backward and forward. But I hadn’t. I’d studied it in pieces, but I hadn’t read all of it. After all that time thinking about it, reading the Bible felt like an interesting project to take on. So I began with the Daily Office in the Book of Common Prayer, reading what was appointed for the day each morning.


At the same time, I started reading poetry daily too, for the first time in my life. Denise Levertov, Jane Kenyon, Mary Oliver, Wendell Berry, Marie Howe, Kathleen Norris. The combination of these two sets of daily readings, the poets and the Scriptures, felt like, in chemistry, when you combine two elements and suddenly there’s a dramatic fizzing spilling all over the table. Something started bubbling in me. My logical conclusion: I needed to practice writing poems, and I needed to keep reading the Bible. I needed to stir the pot as things were simmering wildly, for fear that if I didn’t there’d be a big mess, a boiling over.


I remembered a friend in college telling me about the Jewish practice of midrash: an interpretive act of seeking answers to questions that are unanswerable, a way for rabbis and other God-wrestlers to interpret the text, trying to reconcile inconsistencies and contradictions, helping to bridge the gap between it and the people trying to understand it. Midrash is a practice in study and imagination. It began as a rabbinical tradition, but modern Jewish midrash is extended to the people and often expressed through art, poetry, prose, music, and theater. Midrash, at its heart, is the people of God honoring the text by wondering about it, aiding their minds by imagining what could fill the holes.


All of this captivated me—the spaciousness, the daring risk. Coming from my faith background in Evangelical Protestantism, where Scripture is taught to be inerrant and every bit of text is true somehow, where every question has a systematic-theology answer found in some commentary somewhere, I was astounded that midrash was not so concerned with that kind of truth and is, in nature, imaginative. Midrash plumbs the depths of poetic truth, a different creature entirely, but still truth. I began writing midrash poems, tenderly, with breath, hoping that I could borrow the term and inspiration without ruffling too many feathers—I’m not Jewish, after all. I hadn’t written many poems before, just a lot of prose, mostly essays, so I began trying on poetry like a new shoe, walking in it around the room.


This was December. Each day I would read the passages assigned to the day in the daily office then write some sort of poem about something I read. Sometimes the poems linked several of the appointed passages, and sometimes they focused in on one story, or even one line. I made few rules for myself, except that I keep doing it, keep showing up. And I did, nearly every day, for a year. I took a big break in November, feeling the mental fatigue of having written so many poems and reading so much of the Bible, feeling the dread of all that was happening in the world. That month, I wrote poems at church instead, scribbling in my pew. Some days, the poems were truly terrible. Some days, I’d write three or four versions until I worked out what I was really trying to get at. Some days, the poems rang like a bell, clear and bright, as if someone else had written them. Those were the best days.


The poems in this collection are chronological, following my year of daily midrash poem-writing, from December to December, one Advent to another. When I read them in order, I see a mind sincerely changing, a new person being born, a deconstructed and renewed faith, the poetry keeping me in although the Bible kept confounding and confusing me out. The project meant I couldn’t escape the terrible things in the Bible: murders, plagues, wars, rapes, genocide. I began to understand God less and less but wonder about God more and more, imagining an extraordinary and spacious gray. As an experiment, I willfully forgot, set aside, all the dogma I’d learned as a child, considering bald belief and poetic truth instead. The Bible was ripe with poetry, and I was ripening with it.


For so long, as a girl growing into a woman coming of age in my faith, I had practiced so much restraint, spent so much time listening and assuming that the person speaking was right. As a poet, I felt differently. I didn’t want to be silent anymore. I couldn’t be. I had to put myself in the poems and admit that I didn’t know how to make sense of things. Into the poems burst my fear, my anger, my feminism and mysticism, my dissatisfaction with the church as it is, my grief over climate change, for refugees, for a harmful government, my hope for justice for the poor and marginalized, my questions about self and art, my frustration with money and capitalism, my dying faith kept alive by the fruit of Jesus, and my experience, suddenly now important where before it had always felt irrelevant. What amazed me was that all of these things echoed back to me from the text, a conversation of ancient and modern hope and sorrow.


I found myself thinking a lot about the apocalypse, the end of the world. It’s hard not to do this when you actually read the Bible, as it’s so woven throughout it. Those are the parts I’m naturally drawn to most, since they’re already poetry. But, even more, I thought about the future. This was a surprise. The world is so crazy right now that it feels daring to even imagine a future anymore. Maybe it has always felt that way—I won’t assume that now is any different or more terrible than any other time. But the Bible demands it, this imagination of the future. The Bible carries the future like a jewel, a pearl, a mustard seed, or maybe like a cursed fig, one that refuses to grow. Each time the Psalms would cycle back through to Psalm 37, every two months, and I’d read again, “there is a future for the man of peace,” I felt my hope restored.


My belief wavers. I’m considering the facts over and over and nothing makes any sense. I’m more sure of that than ever before. Still, there is a future. It seems to me that Jesus and the future are one and the same. And I still believe in the future. In fact, it may be the thing I believe in most.
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from the fig tree



matthew 24


when it all melts, everything,


and the coffee won’t stay in the cups,


that’s when you’ll know.


when you lose the sun, can’t


find it, and the moon is also


lost and it’s all a star instead,


that is when.


when your clothes all turn to sackcloth


and the ashes won’t rub off and you go to


work but there’s no one there
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