




[image: image]






Anything We Love Can Be Saved


‘As a fighter against social injustice Walker is inspirational; as a black woman struggling with divorce, motherhood and catboxes, she is engaging and empathetic’


Daily Telegraph


‘[Alice Walker’s] delight in life, her exuberant love of anecdote and friendship shine through … she is uniquely herself, as a writer of moving and transforming stories’


Observer


‘The passion of lyricism that Alice Walker put to such good use in her novel The Color Purple is here in this collection of essays’


Fay Weldon, Mail on Sunday


‘She has a way with words, an ear for cadences and – thank goodness – a sense of humour … Walker’s strength is in inspirational, evocative writing’


Miranda France, Scotsman


‘Walker’s writing is inspirational and aspirational’


Times Literary Supplement


The Color Purple


‘The Color Purple is a work to stand beside literature for any time and any place. It needs no other category other than the fact that it is superb’


Rita Mae Brown


‘One of the most haunting books you could ever wish to read … it is stunning – moving, exciting, and wonderful’


Lenny Henry, Mail on Sunday


‘A stunning, brilliantly conceived book … a saga filled with joy and pain, humor and bitterness, and an array of characters who live, breathe and illuminate the world of black women’


Publishers Weekly


‘Trying to synopsize this beautiful novel is like trying to summarize the Bayeux tapestry … It is disturbing, and it is exhilarating’


New York Daily News
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The Place in the Ways


Having come to this place


I set out once again


on the dark and marvelous way


from where I began:


belief in the love of the world,


woman, spirit, and man.


Having failed in all things


I enter a new age


seeing the old ways as toys,


the houses of a stage


painted and long forgot;


and I find love and rage.


Rage for the world as it is


but for what it can be


more love now than last year


and always less self-pity


since I know in a clearer light


the strength of the mystery.


And at this place in the ways


I wait for song.


My poem-hand still, on the paper


all night long.


Poems in throat and hand, asleep,


and my storm beating strong!


—Muriel Rukeyser




MY


ANTHEM


Joie de vivre, joie de vivre


Joie de vivre, over me


And before I’ll be a slave


I’ll be dancing on my grave


And go home


to my soul


and be free


—To the tune of ‘Oh, Freedom’
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Introduction: Belief in the Love of the World



This book begins with the essay ‘The Only Reason You Want to Go to Heaven Is That You Have Been Driven Out of Your Mind (Off Your Land and Out of Your Lover’s Arms): Clear Seeing Inherited Religion and Reclaiming the Pagan Self.’ In it I explore my awareness, beginning in childhood, of the limitations of the patriarchal Christianity into which I was born; as well as my realization, over time, that my most cherished instinctual, natural self, the pagan self, was in danger of dying from its oppression by an ideology that had been forced on my ancestors, under threat of punishment or death, and was, for the most part, alien to me. That essay, which was delivered in a seminary in April of 1995, is followed by one about a meeting with people working toward the abolition of female genital mutilation in Bolgatanga, Northern Ghana, that occurred in April of 1996. The book ends with an essay entitled ‘My Mother’s Blue Bowl,’ which grew out of my grieving for my mother after her death, in 1993, and the eventual solace I have taken in memories of all the ways in which she sacrificed to give me life, and fullness of life.


Preceding that essay, there is a letter to President Clinton protesting the recent tightening of the thirty-seven-year-old US blockade of Cuba, which threatens everyone in that island country with starvation. There are pieces on the resurrection of Zora Neale Hurston, the trials of Winnie Mandela, the experience of being both praised and banned as a writer, and the joy of discovering the Goddess in places we’ve been ashamed to look. There is also an essay on the sustaining miracle of Sweet Honey in the Rock, another on the beauty of dreadlocks, and another on how the life of an activist can be hard on her cat. I also write about our timid acceptance, as women, of language that ‘disappears’ us, of the strengthening that comes from renewing family connections, and of the bittersweet struggle involved in mothering a child.


My activism – cultural, political, spiritual – is rooted in my love of nature and my delight in human beings. It is when people are at peace, content, full, that they are most likely to meet my expectation, selfish, no doubt, that they be a generous, joyous, even entertaining experience for me. I believe people exist to be enjoyed, much as a restful or engaging view might be. As the ocean or drifting clouds might be. Or as if they were the human equivalent of melons, mangoes, or any other kind of attractive, seductive fruit. When I am in the presence of other human beings I want to revel in their creative and intellectual fullness, their uninhibited social warmth. I want their precious human radiance to wrap me in light. I do not want fear of war or starvation or bodily mutilation to steal both my pleasure in them and their own birthright. Everything I would like other people to be for me, I want to be for them.


I have been an activist all my adult life, though I have sometimes felt embarrassed to call myself one. In the Sixties, many of us were plagued by the notion that, given the magnitude of the task before us – the dismantling of American apartheid – our individual acts were puny. There was also the apparent reality that the most committed, most directly confrontational people suffered more. The most ‘revolutionary’ often ended up severely beaten, in prison, or dead. Shot down in front of their children, blown up in cars or in church, run over by racist drunks, raped and thrown in the river.


In Mississippi, where I lived from 1967 to 1974, people who challenged the system anticipated menace, battery, even murder, every day. In this context, I sometimes felt ashamed that my contributions at the time were not more radical. I taught in two local black colleges, I wrote about the Movement, and I created tiny history booklets which were used to teach the teachers of children enrolled in Head Start. And, of course, I was interracially married, which was illegal. It was perhaps in Mississippi during those years that I understood how the daily news of disaster can become, for the spirit, a numbing assault, and that one’s own activism, however modest, fighting against this tide of death, provides at least the possibility of generating a different kind of ‘news.’ A ‘news’ that empowers rather than defeats.


There is always a moment in any kind of struggle when one feels in full bloom. Vivid. Alive. One might be blown to bits in such a moment and still be at peace. Martin Luther King, Jr, at the mountaintop. Gandhi dying with the name of God on his lips. Sojourner Truth baring her breasts at a women’s rights convention in 1851. Harriet Tubman exposing her revolver to some of the slaves she had freed, who, fearing an unknown freedom, looked longingly backward to their captivity, thereby endangering the freedom of all. To be such a person or to witness anyone at this moment of transcendent presence is to know that what is human is linked, by a daring compassion, to what is divine. During my years of being close to people engaged in changing the world I have seen fear turn into courage. Sorrow into joy. Funerals into celebrations. Because whatever the consequences, people, standing side by side, have expressed who they really are, and that ultimately they believe in the love of the world and each other enough to be that – which is the foundation of activism.


It has become a common feeling, I believe, as we have watched our heroes falling over the years, that our own small stone of activism, which might not seem to measure up to the rugged boulders of heroism we have so admired, is a paltry offering toward the building of an edifice of hope. Many who believe this choose to withhold their offerings out of shame.


This is the tragedy of our world.


For we can do nothing substantial toward changing our course on the planet, a destructive one, without rousing ourselves, individual by individual, and bringing our small, imperfect stones to the pile.


In this regard, I have a story to tell.


In the mid-Sixties during a voter-registration campaign in south Georgia, my canvassing partner, Beverly, a local black teenager, was arrested on a bogus moving-violation charge. This was meant to intimidate her, ‘show her her place,’ and terrify her family. Those of us who feared for her safety during the night held a vigil outside the jail. I remember the raw vulnerability I felt as the swaggering state troopers – each of them three times Beverly’s size, and mine – stomped in and out of the building, scowling at us. The feeling of solidarity with Beverly and our friends was strong, but also the feeling of being alone, as it occurred to me that not even my parents knew where I was. We were black and very young: we knew no one in White America paid the slightest attention to the deaths of such as us. It was partly because of this that we sometimes resented the presence of the white people who came to stand, and take their chances, with us. I was one of those to whom such resentment came easily.


I especially resented blond Paul from Minnesota, whose Aryan appearance meant, when he was not with us, freedom and almost worship in the race-obsessed South. I had treated him with coolness since the day we met. We certainly did not invite him to our vigil. And yet, at just the moment I felt most downhearted, I heard someone coming along the street in our direction, whistling. A moment later Paul appeared. Still whistling a Movement spiritual that sounded strange, even comical, on his lips, he calmly took his place beside us. Knowing his Nordic presence meant a measure of safety for us, and without being asked, he offered it. This remains a moment as bright as any I recall from that time.


As a poet and writer, I used to think being an activist and writing about it ‘demoted’ me to the level of ‘mere journalist.’ Now I know that, as with the best journalists, activism is often my muse. And that it is organic. Grounded in my mother’s love of beauty, the well-tended garden and the carefully swept yard, her satisfaction in knowing everyone in her environment was sheltered and fed; and in my father’s insistence, even as a poor black man, easily ‘disappeared’ for any political activity, that black people deserved the vote, black children deserved decent schools.


All we own, at least for the short time we have it, is our life. With it we write what we come to know of the world. I believe the Earth is good. That people, untortured by circumstance or fate, are also good. I do not believe the people of the world are naturally my enemies, or that animals, including snakes, are, or that Nature is. Whenever I experience evil, and it is not, unfortunately, uncommon to experience it in these times, my deepest feeling is disappointment. I have learned to accept the fact that we risk disappointment, disillusionment, even despair, every time we act. Every time we decide to believe the world can be better. Every time we decide to trust others to be as noble as we think they are. And that there might be years during which our grief is equal to, or even greater than, our hope. The alternative, however, not to act, and therefore to miss experiencing other people at their best, reaching toward their fullness, has never appealed to me.


I have learned other things: One is the futility of expecting anyone, including oneself, to be perfect. People who go about seeking to change the world, to diminish suffering, to demonstrate any kind of enlightenment, are often as flawed as anybody else. Sometimes more so. But it is the awareness of having faults, I think, and the knowledge that this links us to everyone on earth, that opens us to courage and compassion. It occurs to me often that many of those I deeply love are flawed. They might actually have said or done some of the mean things I’ve felt, heard, read about, or feared. But it is their struggle with the flaw, surprisingly endearing, and the going on anyhow, that is part of what I cherish in them.


Sometimes our stones are, to us, misshapen, odd. Their color seems off. Their singing, like Paul’s whistling, comical and strange. Presenting them, we perceive our own imperfect nakedness. But also, paradoxically, the wholeness, the rightness, of it. In the collective vulnerability of presence, we learn not to be afraid.


In this book I am writing about the bright moments one can experience at the pile. Of how even the smallest stone glistens with tears, yes, but also from the light of being seen, and loved for simply being there.





PART ONE



The Only Reason You Want to Go to Heaven …
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The Only Reason You Want to Go to Heaven Is That You Have Been Driven Out of Your Mind



(Off Your Land and Out of Your Lover’s Arms)


Clear Seeing Inherited Religion and Reclaiming the Pagan Self


Unto the woman God said: I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.


—Genesis


In my novel The Color Purple Celie and Shug discuss, as all thoughtful humans must, the meaning of God. Shug says, ‘I believe God is everything that is, ever was or ever will be.’ Celie, raised to worship a God that resembles ‘the little fat white man who works in the bank,’ only bigger and bearded, learns to agree. I agree also. It was years after writing these words for Shug that I discovered they were also spoken, millennia ago, by Isis, ancient Goddess of Africa, who, as an African, can be said to be a spiritual mother of us all.


There is a special grief felt by the children and grandchildren of those who were forbidden to read, forbidden to explore, forbidden to question or to know. Looking back on my parents’ and grandparents’ lives, I have often felt overwhelmed, helpless, as I’ve examined history and society, and especially religion, with them in mind, and have seen how they were manipulated away from a belief in their own judgment and faith in themselves.


It is painful to realize they were forever trying to correct a ‘flaw’ – that of being black, female, human – that did not exist, except as ‘men of God,’ but really men of greed, misogyny, and violence, defined it. What a burden to think one is conceived in sin rather than in pleasure; that one is born into evil rather than into joy. In my work, I speak to my parents and to my most distant ancestors about what I myself have found as an Earthling growing naturally out of the Universe. I create characters who sometimes speak in the language of immediate ancestors, characters who are not passive but active in the discovery of what is vital and real in this world. Characters who explore what it would feel like not to be imprisoned by the hatred of women, the love of violence, and the destructiveness of greed taught to human beings as the ‘religion’ by which they must guide their lives.


What is happening in the world more and more is that people are attempting to decolonize their spirits. A crucial act of empowerment, one that might return reverence to the Earth, thereby saving it, in this fearful-of-Nature, spiritually colonized age.


An example of this decolonization occurs in The Color Purple: Shug, the pagan, discusses the nature of God with Celie, the confused Christian:


Dear Nettie,


I don’t write to God no more, I write to you.


What happen to God? ast Shug.


Who that? I say.


She look at me serious.


Big a devil as you is, I say, you not worried bout no God, surely.


She say, Wait a minute. Hold on just a minute here. Just because I don’t harass it like some peoples us know don’t mean I ain’t got religion.


What God do for me? I ast.


She say, Celie! Like she shock. He gave you life, good health, and a good woman that love you to death.


Yeah, I say, and he give me a lynched daddy, a crazy mama, a lowdown dog of a step pa and a sister I probably won’t ever see again. Anyhow, I say, the God I been praying and writing to is a man. And act just like all the other mens I know. Trifling, forgitful and lowdown.


She say, Miss Celie. You better hush. God might hear you.


Let ’im hear me, I say. If he ever listened to poor colored women the world would be a different place, I can tell you.


She talk and talk, trying to budge me way from blasphemy. But I blaspheme much as I want to.


All my life I never care what people thought bout nothing I did, I say. But deep in my heart I care about God. What he going to think. And come to find out, he don’t think. Just sit up there glorying in being deef, I reckon. But it ain’t easy trying to do without God. Even if you know he ain’t there, trying to do without him is a strain.


I is a sinner, say Shug. Cause I was born. I don’t deny it. But once you find out what’s out there waiting for us, what else can you be?


Sinners have more good times, I say.


You know why? she ast.


Cause you ain’t all the time worrying bout God, I say.


Naw, that ain’t it, she say. Us worry bout God a lot. But once us feel loved by God, us do the best us can to please him with what us like.


You telling me God love you, and you ain’t never done nothing for him? I mean, not go to church, sing in the choir, feed the preacher and all like that?


But if God love me, Celie, I don’t have to do all that. Unless I want to. There’s a lot of other things I can do that I speck God likes.


Like what? I ast.


Oh, she say. I can lay back and just admire stuff. Be happy. Have a good time.


Well, this sound like blasphemy sure nuff.


She say, Celie, tell the truth, have you ever found God in church? I never did. I just found a bunch of folks hoping for him to show. Any God I ever felt in church I brought in with me. And I think all the other folks did too. They come to church to share God, not find God.


Some folks didn’t have him to share, I said. They the ones didn’t speak to me while I was there struggling with my big belly and Mr—’s children.


Right, she say.


Then she say: Tell me what your God look like, Celie.


Aw naw, I say. I’m too shame. Nobody ever ast me this before, so I’m sort of took by surprise. Besides, when I think about it, it don’t seem quite right. But it all I got. I decide to stick up for him, just to see what Shug say.


Okay, I say. He big and old and tall and gray-bearded and white. He wear white robes and go barefooted.


Blue eyes? she ast.


Sort of bluish-gray. Cool. Big though. White lashes, I say.


She laugh.


Why you laugh? I ast. I don’t think it so funny. What you expect him to look like, Mr—?


That wouldn’t be no improvement, she say. Then she tell me this old white man is the same God she used to see when she prayed. If you wait to find God in church, Celie, she say, that’s who is bound to show up, cause that’s where he live.


How come? I ast.


Cause that’s the one that’s in the white folks’ white bible.


Shug! I say. God wrote the bible, white folks had nothing to do with it.


How come he look just like them, then? Only bigger? And a heap more hair. How come the bible just like everything else they make, all about them doing one thing and another, and all the colored folks doing is gitting cursed.


I never thought bout that.


Nettie say somewhere in the bible it say Jesus’ hair was like lamb’s wool, I say.


Well, say Shug, if he came to any of these churches we talking bout he’d have to have it conked before anybody paid him any attention. The last thing niggers want to think about they God is that his hair kinky.


That’s the truth, I say.


Ain’t no way to read the bible and not think God white, she say. Then she sigh. When I found out I thought God was white, and a man, I lost interest. You mad cause he don’t seem to listen to your prayers. Humph! Do the mayor listen to anything colored say? Ask Sofia, she say.


But I don’t have to ast Sofia. I know white people never listen to colored, period. If they do, they only listen long enough to be able to tell you what to do.


Here’s the thing, say Shug. The thing I believe. God is inside you and inside everybody else. You come into the world with God. But only them that search for it inside find it. And sometimes it just manifest itself even if you not looking, or don’t know what you looking for. Trouble do it for most folks, I think. Sorrow, lord. Feeling like shit.


It? I ast.


Yeah, It. God ain’t a he or a she, but a it. Maybe a ‘us.’


But what do it look like? I ast.


Don’t look like nothing, she say. It ain’t a picture show. It ain’t something you can look at apart from anything else, including yourself. I believe God is everything, say Shug. Everything that is or ever was or ever will be. And when you can feel that, and be happy to feel that, you’ve found It.


Shug a beautiful something, let me tell you. She frown a little, look out cross the yard, lean back in her chair, look like a big rose.


She say, My first step from the old white man was trees. Then air. Then birds. Then other people. But one day when I was sitting quiet and feeling like a motherless child, which I was, it come to me: that feeling of being part of everything, not separate at all. I knew that if I cut a tree, my arm would bleed. And I laughed and I cried and I run all round the house. I knew just what it was. In fact, when it happen, you can’t miss it. It sort of like you know what, she say, grinning, and rubbing high up on my thigh.


Shug! I say.


Oh, she say. God love all them feelings. That’s some of the best stuff God did. And when you know God loves ’em you enjoys ’em a lot more. You can just relax, go with everything that’s going, and praise God by liking what you like.


God don’t think it dirty? I ast.


Naw, she say. God made it. Listen, God love everything you love – and a mess of stuff you don’t. But more than anything else, God love admiration.


You saying God vain? I ast.


Naw, she say. Not vain, just wanting to share a good thing. I think it pisses God off if you walk by the color purple in a field somewhere and don’t notice it.


What it do when it pissed off? I ast.


Oh, it make something else. People think pleasing God is all God care about. But any fool living in the world can see it always trying to please us back.


Yeah? I say.


Yeah, she say. It always making little surprises and springing them on us when us least suspect.


You mean it want to be loved, just like the bible say.


Yes, Celie, she say. Everything want to be loved. Us sing and dance, make faces and give flower bouquets, trying to be loved. You ever notice that trees do everything to get attention we do, except walk?


Well, us talk and talk bout God, but I’m still adrift. Trying to chase that old white man out of my head. I been so busy thinking bout him I never truly notice nothing God make. Not a blade of corn (how it do that?) not the color purple (where it come from?). Not the little wildflowers. Nothing.


Now that my eyes opening, I feels like a fool. Next to any little scrub of a bush in my yard, Mr—’s evil sort of shrink. But not altogether. Still, it is like Shug say, You have to git man off your eyeball, before you can see anything a’tall.


Man corrupt everything, say Shug. He on your box of grits, in your head, and all over the radio. He try to make you think he everywhere. Soon as you think he everywhere, you think he God. But he ain’t. Whenever you trying to pray, and man plop himself on the other end of it, tell him to git lost, say Shug. Conjure up flowers, wind, water, a big rock.


But this hard work, let me tell you. He been there so long, he don’t want to budge. He threaten lightning, floods and earthquakes. Us fight. I hardly pray at all. Every time I conjure up a rock, I throw it.


Amen


In day-to-day life, I worship the Earth as God – representing everything – and Nature as its spirit. But for a long time I was confused. After all, when someone you trust shows you a picture of a blond, blue-eyed Jesus Christ and tells you he’s the son of God, you get an instant image of his father: an older version of him. When you’re taught God loves you, but only if you’re good, obedient, trusting, and so forth, and you know you’re that way only some of the time, there’s a tendency to deny your shadow side. Hence the hypocrisy I noted early on in our church.


The church I attended as a child still stands. It is small, almost tiny, and made of very old, silver-gray lumber, painted white a couple of decades ago, when an indoor toilet was also added. It is simple, serene, sweet. It used to nestle amid vivid green foliage at a curve in a sandy dirt road; inside, its rough-hewn benches smelled warmly of pine. Its yard was shaded by a huge red oak tree, from which people took bits of bark to brew a tonic for their chickens. I remember my mother boiling the bark she’d cut from the tree and feeding the reddish brown ‘tea’ to her pullets, who, without it, were likely to cannibalize each other. The county, years later, and without warning, cut down the tree and straightened and paved the road. In an attempt to create a tourist industry where none had existed before, they flooded the surrounding countryside. The fisherpeople from far away who whiz by in their pickup trucks today know nothing about what they see. To us, they are so unconnected to the land they appear to hover above it, like ghosts.


The church was donated to our community in 1866, after the Emancipation Proclamation, by the daughter of the slaveowner. It is ‘ours’ only for as long as services are held there. Few young people have remained interested in the church, and so it has been kept going by one or two elderly women. I have supported their effort to keep the church open by responding to whatever modest requests for assistance they have made. I do this because I respect these old women, and also because I recognize them as the keepers of a personal heritage that is very dear to me. The cemetery with virtually all of my relatives, including grandparents and parents, is just across the way, as is the vetch-covered space where the first consolidated school for black people in our community used to stand. A school my father was instrumental in erecting. I find myself once or twice a year sitting on the church steps, peeking into the windows, or just standing in the yard, remembering.


What I remember is playing tag and hide-and-go-seek with my cousin and best friend, Delilah.1 She was radiantly black, funny, and fleet of foot, and her mother dressed her in airy, colorful summer dresses and patent-leather shoes, just the way my mother dressed me. Perhaps she had more pigtails; I had bigger bows. In winter we wore identical maroon-colored snowsuits, which served us well in the uninsulated church, which was then, and still is, heated by a potbellied stove. We would grow up and lose touch, and she would barely escape a violently abusive marriage, about which I would hear only after the fact. I remember my father huddled with other men outside under the trees, laughing. My mother, scrubbed and shining, smiling. We were all on our best behavior; even my incorrigibly raucous brothers, who, only at church, managed to be both neat and quiet.


Because we were Methodists and sang mostly standard hymns, the singing wasn’t all that great. I loved it, though, because I liked singing with others – still do – and I was, even as a small child, humbled by the sincerity in the voices of everyone. After we sang any kind of song together, there was nobody in the congregation I didn’t love.


Perhaps the singing had been even more arresting a hundred years earlier; legend had it that the former slaveowners would stop their buggies underneath the red oak to listen. Sometimes professional gospel singers came down from Atlanta and ‘turned the place out.’ They were undisputed queens in their shiny red or blue robes: They shouted at God as if they knew Him personally and also knew He was hard of hearing. The black stuff around their eyes, which began to run and smear the moment they began to sweat, was strange to us, as was the fact that they wore, and wiped off, more lipstick in an afternoon than my plain, country-beauty mother would own in her life.


My mother, in addition to her other duties as worker, wife, and mother of eight children, was also mother of the church. I realize now that I was kind of a little church mother in training, as I set out for the church with her on Saturday mornings. We would mop the bare pine floors, run dust rags over the benches, and wash the windows. Take out the ashes, dump them behind the outhouse, clean the outhouse, and be sure there was adequate paper. We would sweep the carpeting around the pulpit and I would reverently dust off the Bible. Each Saturday my mother slipped a starched and ironed snowy-white doily underneath it.
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