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Foreword


My friend Anne, a Tibetan Buddhist, posts hotly colored images of deities and demigods on the walls of the room where she writes—just a few from the dazzling array of her collection, a huge celestial cast. Some are radiant, some tender, some poised in a cool regard for nothing we can see. The fierce ones can be unnerving, with their necklaces of skulls and their teeth dripping blood. I began to feel more friendly toward these when Anne described the images as visual representations of states of consciousness, pictures one might contemplate to access a quality of mind or heart in oneself. Just as we need to find our steadfastness sometimes, or to more fully inhabit our kindness, so we may suffer without our ferocity, without embodying that which cuts loose, or dissolves old associations, and goes striding fearlessly into the future.


Something like this idea seems to me to inform Susan Miller’s understanding of the saints, whose lives and example resonate through this collection with remarkable power. We are all called to be saints, the Church teaches, and we form a “communion” with those who have gone before, those who stand with us, and those who are yet to come. For Miller the saints seem both their historical or legendary selves and archetypes or emblems. Their energetic presence is to be found among friends and colleagues, neighbors and parish-members. It’s an especially lovely way of thinking about history, and the continuing presence of grace in community, in the works of the living.


And, since these are poems about the living—parents, theologians, teachers, parishioners, artists, writers, housekeepers, nurses, nuns, babies in a neonatal intensive care unit—they are poems of struggle, of what the poet has elsewhere called “the arduous work of being human.” This book’s revelatory strategy is to place these very real lives into relation with the saints, and in this way Miller’s tender attention lifts people she knows and loves into another sort of light, not an elevation that erases flaws or human failings, but a way of seeing, within the daily, vectors of grace.


Miller’s book is marvelously populated, and both failings and grace are reflected everywhere in these portraits. There are studies of what might be personal saints of Miller’s, Flannery O’Connor and Nina Simone, Gwendolyn Brooks, Gerard Manley Hopkins, brilliant makers who spun art from trouble. The poet finds herself mirrored in the lives of St. Edith Stein, St. Agatha, and St. John of the Cross. And there are Miller’s most densely structured poems, “double portraits” in which the speaker sees in or behind one of her friends the shadow form of a saint. These poems present a dyad—an elder poet in her garden, for instance, and St. Fiacre, the patron saint of gardeners—but in truth they’re three-way studies, since their speaker is very much onstage; it’s she who sees for us the tender gesture of an almost impossibly tiny flower held in the older writer’s hand.


Surveyors use a process of triangulation to identify their location. Miller’s poems do something like this too: here’s Chayo, cooking chayote soup and talking about her son who should have died and didn’t, and here’s St. Jude, patron of lost causes, and here is the speaker in “Portrait of Chayo as St. Jude Thaddeus”, being instructed by cook and saint both that no cause is entirely lost: devotion, faith, or ingenuity may yet rescue both soup and sons. It takes these three characters to bring this poem to life, to lend depth and resonance to the scene.


If poems are to resemble the world in which we find ourselves they must leave room for uncertainty, for interactions whose shadows and depths we may never understand. “Diptych of Two Charleses as St. Irene and St. Sebastian” is a compelling illustration of the principle that the poetry of faith is not necessarily, or even usually, a poem of certainty. The poem introduces us to two gay men, one a friend of the speaker’s. She joins him for dinner in his apartment and hears the story of an old friend of his, a man who shares his first name. “Friend” seems too mild a word; the poem doesn’t tell us whether the Charleses were ever lovers, but it does make clear that one has been St. Sebastian, the adventurer, the wilder spirit whose racked body is so often the subject of beautiful display, while the other has played the role of St. Irene, comforter, protector who could not protect. Charles One describes Charles Two as in terrible shape, but when the two men and our speaker meet, to visit a Kandinsky show at the Guggenheim, he seems fine. The three enjoy the exhibit until they’re stopped in their progress by a masterwork, described in this way:


crowning jewel of the exhibition: Several Circles,


a map of the universe in blues, pinks, black, red, gold,


and purple. At its center, the largest circle deepens to a dark


iris, like an eye that enters the viewer’s gaze. I say so.


If the speaker has been a kind of saint, for a moment, smoothing the waters between these two men, enabling all three to enjoy the outing, then suddenly Kandinsky seems one too, since he’s punctured the moment with a gaze that seems to “enter the viewer’s gaze.” The painting is so startlingly alive that it seems, as only the greatest art does, to be looking at us.


The poem leaves the three friends rapt in study of the picture:


And the three


of us sink into contemplation of the colors: within us,


the superimposed circles rising and floating, trapped


beneath our ribs like wounds that heal themselves.


They have been given a gift, brought together in contemplation of an image of color in harmony, of color that can heal. Kandinsky thought of his brilliantly colored abstractions as expressions of psychic states, and thought that color communicated directly to the human soul. But what a mysterious gift his painting has brought to these three. It seems, by becoming an eye itself and entering the viewers’ collective gaze, to offer a sort of renewal on a frigid winter day. He who believes the other needs care, and he the adventurer who may or may not need rescue, and she who wants to be a good friend, to be of use—all are suspended a moment, caught up in the clear and reassuring light that emanates from the canvas. Just why these three characters need a healing, or to what degree, outside this moment, this bit of grace may avail, the poem doesn’t say. It brings us right to the moment where, as in a Flannery O’Connor story, a character might choose grace, or be chosen by it.


The book comes to rest with a series of poems concerning St. Francis, marking his humility and affection for animal life, and exploring the poet’s pilgrimage to Assisi in search of confirmation, vision, some disruptive sign. I’d suggest that the final poem is such a sign. By employing the second person, Miller fuses both herself and her reader with the despised and homeless creature. Miller’s wolf is the abject self without faith, without hope of receiving care or grace, or faith in some sustaining love. But this wolf does learn to receive charity from the hand of St. Francis, because it has been so terribly hungry, and because Francis does not strike. The wolf allows Francis to lead him or her into community, into a new possibility: a relation founded on love. What’s offered is a complete revision of the world the wolf has known. Could the creature, or any of us, be one who’d be


fed at any door you pass through,


beloved and belonging. Would you


call it a miracle if you knew


that wherever you went,


someone provided for you?


Every wanderer has felt lost, every abject soul has believed we’ll never be “beloved and belonging.” The wolf stands for all of us who have the opportunity to believe that a benevolence is there for us, a communion of saints we could attempt, in our wolfish or human ways, to join. I imagine it’s no accident that this surprising and moving book begins with a “manual for would-be saints” and ends with a ruined, heartbroken wolf learning to be loved. To become a saint, the lesson might be, it is necessary to enter completely into one’s abjection, and then to give oneself over completely to what might provide for your hunger.


Mark Doty
April, 2016




Manual for the Would-Be Saint


The first principle: Do no harm.


The second: The air calls us home.


Third, we must fill the bowls of others


before we drain our own wells dry.


The fourth is the dark night; the fifth


a subtle scent of smoke and pine.


The sixth is awareness of our duties,


the burnt offering of our own pride.
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