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Dedication

For my brothers

and my father

oak trees, all three




Epigraph

When we’ve been there ten thousand years,

Bright shining as the sun

—from the hymn “Amazing Grace”

Grace has a grand laughter in it.

—Marilynne Robinson, Gilead




Author’s Note

This book was written on land first inhabited by Aboriginal people, most likely the Gayamaygal, Guringai or Cameragal. I would like to pay my respects to the custodians of this saltwater-encircled country, who lived in harmony with the sea and the land, fishing, painting, carving and clearing bush with fire, and to all elders of this ancient country’s past, present and future. I’d also like to acknowledge the importance of telling the truth about our history, which has been warped, denied and dismissed for too long, so that enduring harms can be reckoned with and so our future may shine bright.
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Introduction

When the Shadows Fall Behind You

GRACE IS LIKE THE SUN: it warms us, fuels us and unerringly brings light. At first and, perhaps, second glance, though, the world seems to have been drained of it. Try to recall the last time you saw a public act of grace or an unexpected, extraordinary decency. Presidents trash talk, commentators brawl and spit, vitriol is a currency of clicks, outrage is a profitable algorithm, and hate fills online pews. Rage flows thick, daily, through well-worn tributaries on social media.

But something has happened in the past few years, both subtle and seismic. During the pandemic, millions of us squinted, shifted our lenses, started looking further and asking for more, for better. We began to imagine a different way of life, of being, and of relating to each other. I wrote a book about the importance of hunting awe and wonder, of living deliberately and with purpose, of stout-hearted friendship, of finding an inner light when the world goes dark, and was astonished by the number of people who wrote to me to say, “Me too. I feel the same.” Others, too, wrote columns, books, blogs, tweets and posts about the need for rest, for silence, for stillness, and for each other. We paused.

At the same time, I was struck by something else that was not easy to articulate. It was something a little more mysterious and hard to define. People were talking about a need to reckon with our own smallness, a need to find meaning and dignity in connection, and to better understand each other. I had been stunned, too, to read the results of a recent study on the science of awe (defined as “being in the presence of something vast and mysterious that transcends your current understanding of the world”). In it, Dacher Keltner from the University of California, Berkeley conducted research into what the most common sources of awe are, surveying 2,600 people across 26 countries. Would it be nature, art, music, sports games, the ocean? He found it was seeing moral beauty—“the exceptional virtue, character and ability”—in other people. Many of the stories they told were stories of grace. I saw also a desire to more readily acknowledge—and build on—our shared humanity, to be kinder, bigger, better, more forgiving. Which isn’t always easy when we’re tired, overwhelmed and worried about this melting planet.

To me, this read also as a desire to see, experience and express grace. Something that might look and sound good but is not easy. How—or why—should we willingly do something that costs us when the world is full of enough pain? Why should we be decent to idiots, kind to narcissists or tolerate, or even forgive, those who hurt us?

The answer is that grace isn’t a form of capitulation or complacency, isn’t about weakness or politeness. It requires grit and strength, and, somehow, can change everything.

This is what I became determined to understand. My quest has become even more urgent given that we live in an era when grace is an increasingly rare currency. The silos in which we consume information dot the media landscape like skyscrapers, and the growing distrust of the press, politicians and public figures has in some ways choked our ability to cut each other slack, to allow each other to stumble, to forgive one another. The rows of guillotines on Twitter attest to the fact that apologies or remorse are very rarely viewed with anything but cynicism.

Think, too, of these trends: We are getting lonelier, angrier and less tolerant. Trust in institutions and in each other has corroded. We report having fewer close friends. We are also becoming less empathetic. One study, analysing data from 1979 to 2009, found that the empathy of American students had dropped by almost 50 percent, with the decline accelerating over time. (Over the same period, narcissism has apparently increased.) The statements the students responded to included “I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me” and “I try to look at everybody’s side of a disagreement before I make a decision.” Asked to find reasons for this dramatic decline in empathy, the leader of the research, Sara H. Konrath of the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, points to growing social isolation—in many Western countries, the number of people living alone has doubled in recent years, and we are less inclined to join communities such as churches, scouts, unions and political parties. Social fabric is fraying, like patches decaying on quilts. (We are also, incidentally, reading far less—something that has been shown to impact empathy.) It seems obvious to say, but research tells us that those who report being more empathetic do actually respond more to the needs and concerns of others.

Lonely people are more likely to cheat, think worse of others, and suffer from a range of physical and mental health issues—even moderate loneliness can make us sick. And, curiously, the lonelier we are, the less wise we are. Researchers compared loneliness in two starkly different populations, one in Cilento, in rural southern Italy, and one in San Diego, in the United States. In both groups, they found that the more wisdom an individual had, the less lonely they felt. The study defined wisdom as having several components—all of which stoke grace—including empathy, compassion, self-reflection and emotional regulation or discipline, with the first two having the strongest inverse correlation with loneliness. Be kind to people, listen to people, try to understand their point of view, and you will be wiser and less lonely. Wisdom also meant people slept better and were healthier. The designer of the study, Dr. Dilip Jeste, Distinguished Professor of Psychiatry at the University of California, San Diego, says wisdom and loneliness do not seem to coexist: “In other words, wiser people don’t feel lonely and vice versa. Obviously, this doesn’t prove that increasing wisdom will reduce loneliness, but it certainly points in that direction. . . . It is logical to expect that wisdom will counter loneliness.”

This all makes sense, and researchers are now working on ways to increase people’s compassion and in turn improve health. A 2021 study even showed how loneliness and wisdom—including compassion—relate to gut microbial diversity and composition.

Some find empathy too hard, too taxing. But empathy is integral to grace, and something I believe to be integral to a life well lived. “Turn your face to the sun,” goes the old saying, “and the shadows fall behind you.”

* * *

SO, WHAT IS GRACE? When I ask people that question, I find that they generally mourn its absence. Of course, religious circles are where people speak most often of the concept of grace, especially Christians who read in the Bible that their sins are forgiven by grace alone. This forgiveness, the wiping of the slate clean, is not deserved and can never be merited; it is a kind of unfathomable gift. This is why Christians are called to forgive unconditionally, because they have been forgiven themselves. By this teaching, humans are fundamentally unworthy but are nonetheless lifted up: this is the core of the faith, and why the word “grace”—the grace of God—is used so liberally in churches.

But I want to draw the circle far wider, because we all know, instinctively understand and experience grace—the grace shown by people. What many people think of are acts of compassion: the kindness of strangers, of good Samaritans who pay for people’s groceries, of ordinary people in extraordinary pain who somehow learned to forgive, who show what Franciscan author Richard Rohr calls “an unexplainable goodness.”

But grace is more than simple kindness. Grace is both ineffable and utterable, which is why so many thinkers have grappled with it for decades. It’s not esoteric, it’s wrapped in the everyday, but it is still extraordinary. It spawns generosity, compassion and empathy. It involves understanding, recognizing another person’s humanity and walking in another’s shoes, which can pave the way for forgiveness. Poet Mary Oliver wrote that where other people might use words like “chance,” “luck,” “coincidence” or “serendipity,” she would choose “grace,” even though she didn’t know exactly what it was. Anne Lamott said: “I do not understand the mystery of grace—only that it meets us where we are but does not leave us where it found us.” There are no “delicate silver bells” announcing grace’s arrival, she says, “it’s clog and slog and scootch, on the floor, in the silence, in the dark.” American author Jonathan Rauch says, “Regardless of the context, [grace is] always at least a little unexpected and out of the ordinary.”

In public jargon, there are many competing definitions of, or facets to, grace. When Lutheran pastor Nadia Bolz-Weber asked her followers how to define grace in plain language, the answers were astute:



When someone sees your dark side and says, “I got you. Here’s some light.”



Grace is honoring another person’s humanity even when they don’t honor yours.



Grace is extending a hand even when a fist might be more deserved.



A deep self-giving love that causes the most true and best parts of a person [to come] out of themselves, even if, and especially if, they have wronged you or someone else.



The chance to be wrong and mess up and that not to be the end of our story. (Or: Grace is the space where your fuck-ups are a beginning instead of an end.)



Seeing people as more than the sum of their mistakes.



Grace gives space for flaws and forgives unconditionally.



According to Helen Garner, grace is much like happiness. She wrote in The Guardian that it had taken her eighty years to figure out that happiness “is not a tranquil, sunlit realm at the top of the ladder you’ve spent your whole life hauling yourself up. . . . It’s more like the thing that Christians call grace. You can’t earn it, you can’t strive for it, it’s not a reward for virtue. . . . It’s something you glimpse in the corner of your eye until one day you’re up to your neck in it.”

Many see grace twinned with gloom, as origin or destination. Cormac McCarthy wrote in his novel The Road: “All things of grace and beauty such that one holds them to one’s heart have a common provenance in pain. Their birth in grief and ashes.” Bolz-Weber sees grace evident when “God makes beautiful things out of even my own shit.” Some see it as a state of being. Aviator Anne Morrow Lindbergh called it a word “borrow[ed] from the language of the saints,” meaning “an inner harmony, essentially spiritual, which can be translated into outward harmony.” Others, like Catholic religious sister and anti–death penalty campaigner Helen Prejean, see it as selfless social activism: “When we’re called to leave this little ego-centered thing of our lives, to pour ourselves out in something bigger than ourselves, to help justice come into the world, you know that’s grace in you.” Friedrich Schiller described a person living in a state of grace as “a beautiful soul,” the highest form of human.

Author Marilynne Robinson grasps it perfectly. “Love is holy because it is like grace,” she wrote in her novel Gilead, “the worthiness of its object is never really what matters.” She defines grace as “an understanding of the wholeness of a situation,” and says it includes the fact that we live in an unfathomably interesting universe, and we “amazingly” add things to that “great plenum.”

This conclusion thrills me—the idea that we add things to the universe. When I was about sixteen, and arguing with my Ancient History teacher about something, she walked slowly over to me, put her hands on the edge of my desk and stared into my eyes. “There is nothing new under the sun,” she boomed in her deep voice as rebellious thoughts began to knot in my brain. I appreciate this statement of hers was not original, but I was so angry that she would say to a teenager, a young woman trying to make sense of the world, that there was nothing she could do that might be fresh, unique or in any way new.

I’m with Robinson.

My own definition of grace is: First of all, to be fully, thrillingly alive. None of us has done anything to earn the awe and wonder we witness on this planet, the ability to wander through the natural world and be both diminished and expanded by its glory. To dive into the depths of the sea on a single breath, swim alongside whale sharks, plant seeds into soil and watch green push through brown, or climb through clouds on mountain peaks to observe gorillas in their natural habitat is, in many ways, to exist in a state of grace.

Second, and most fundamentally, grace is something undeserved. In its crudest interpretation, karma is getting what you deserve. Grace is the opposite: forgiving the unforgivable, favoring the undeserving, loving the unlovable. With grace you get something you have done nothing to earn. It is mercy, not merit. And grace, in giving people another chance, the benefit of the doubt, an opportunity to learn and change, can unravel people, redirect futures, melt hearts, heal family rifts, transform lives. We can see some of this in restorative justice.

Third, it is the ability to see good in the other, to recognize humanity, to tolerate difference and to continually plough lives, conversations and public debates with a belief that people can change, and that what we fight for is joy and beauty, as well as equality.

Grace is, in most of its forms, fleeting and often overlooked; it reveals itself in flashes and glimmers. But these are moments that illuminate and transcend. So the fundamental question must be: How different would our lives be if they were defined, or lit, by grace? What would happen to our hearts, our health?

I must stress that I am not writing a definitive guide to grace, to what it is and how to find it; I am merely writing about ways in which I and others have seen and known it. Nor am I writing from a point of possession, of a person who doles out grace like porridge to all who ask for it or need it. I don’t claim to be full of grace, but full of wonder at what it does, at what it is. How it makes people whole. How it means the terrible can exist alongside the beautiful, in every person, every life and country. How it means we can live a life less burdened by vengeance, envy and greed. I want to write about the different forms it takes, and what it might mean if we reached for it more often, and aspired to show it, without expectation of applause or thanks.

There is often a cost in showing grace to someone who is undeserving, unworthy or hurtful, who warrants savage punishment, even if it just means turning away from them. It takes sweat. It’s not pious or glib or easy. It can be a chore to attain a state of grace, and even harder to stay there. Gravity often pulls us back to the gratifying cushion of meanness, judgment, superiority, dislike, hate. We might act graciously but do so reluctantly, through gritted teeth. It cannot be expected, earned, demanded or coerced. It especially cannot be demanded of women, who for centuries have been praised for “grace”—which most often means compliance, quiet, and not complaining about their lot. There is also a mystery to grace because on one level—that of ledgers and weighted balances, of an eye for an eye, of law books, quid pro quo and retribution—it makes no sense.

Grace is, arguably, the antithesis of cancel culture. That’s not to say that you should just give racists a cuddle, or forgive dickheads for blind acts of narcissism, thereby creating a culture of impunity and stasis. But every great reform movement, every great movement of justice in history, has been fueled by a simple gracious belief—that people can change, or be persuaded. That we can appeal to what Abraham Lincoln called “the better angels of our nature.” To believe that of everyone you meet is an incredible gift—for you and for them.

* * *

IN MY RESEARCH, I have been struck by the fact that the greatest examples of grace come from people who have been oppressed and continue to fight, to ask for change and for understanding. In Australia, this is seen most clearly in our First Nations people’s request in the Uluru Statement from the Heart that non-Indigenous people walk with them and join with them in a makarrata—a coming together after a struggle. To continue to ask for this after a history of murder, slavery, exploitation and humiliation—and not seek to retaliate, rage and burn in return—is a stunning act of grace.

In this context—one of systemic racism and historical and current oppression—asking about forgiveness is frequently the wrong question, and one that continues to burden the victims, or the oppressed. Survivors of the Stolen Generation, having spent decades trying to heal from the trauma of being torn from their families, their culture and their country, being dipped in chemicals used on sheep to “clean them,” having their mouths washed with sandy soap or worse, and being the subjects of a grotesque national experiment to erase their color—a trauma that has had devastating impacts and flowed down through generations—told me repeatedly that the word “forgiveness” was almost incomprehensible to them. “I am already dealing with my own burdens; why do I have to deal with theirs?” asked Aunty Lorraine Peeters, who has spent her life healing herself and other survivors.

Sitting in on one of her workshops on intergenerational trauma, I was struck by how she has spun horror into healing, how she survived suffering to help others do the same. Forgiveness, says Aunty Lorraine, is “a word I hate.” But she works tirelessly to educate people, Black and white, and holds hope that, with the next generations, those better angels will emerge.

* * *

IMANI PERRY, AUTHOR AND a professor of Women, Gender and Sexuality, and African and African American Studies at Harvard University, told Krista Tippett, host of the podcast On Being, that it is hard to advocate for an insistence on joy and delight when fighting against ugliness, hate and injustice. But, she said, “It’s really the thing we’re fighting for. It’s the human experience that we’re fighting for the proliferation of, so that life is not defined primarily, for so many people, by suffering in violence and hardship, but actually that thing that all of us possess, which is this incredible capacity for joy and beauty.”

At its core, grace is about recognizing each other’s humanity. Former civil rights leader and statesman John Lewis said he trained himself in the way of nonviolence by trying to think of the good in every person. In his own interview with Tippett, he said, “In the bosom of every human being, there is a spark of the divine. . . . We, from time to time, would discuss if you see someone attacking you, beating you, spitting on you, you have to think of that person, you know, years ago that person was an innocent child, innocent little baby.” Then you need to ask, he says, what happened? “Something go wrong? Did the environment [cause it]? Did someone teach that person to hate, to abuse others? So you try to appeal to the goodness of every human being and you don’t give up. You never give up on anyone.” Doing this is incredibly hard. Aren’t some people beyond repair?

As French philosopher Simone Weil noted, the world is defined by grace and gravity—and it is the latter that defies the former. She wrote: “All the natural movements of the soul are controlled by laws analogous to those of physical gravity. Grace is the only exception.” Grace is flight, beauty and dance, and gravity is the granite, the hardness of everything that pushes against it, the cold truth of what we have to work against to achieve—even fleetingly—a state of grace. To get there, we often have to fight parts of ourselves, as well as other people.

* * *

WHILE WRITING THIS BOOK, I have been wrestling with the opposite of grace: my bodily gravity, the weight of a chronic, recurrent illness that keeps bringing me back to earth, that has filled me with despair, uncertainty, fear and grief. This has been my gravity. And it has made my search for grace even more pressing—my search for the moments when we transcend the worst of ourselves, and witness or experience a moment of clarity or beauty, like a glisk, which, as nature writer Robert Macfarlane tells us, is a Scots word meaning “glimpse” or, more specifically, “sunlight glimpsed through a break in the clouds” or, figuratively, “a glimpse of the good, a brief burst of warmth or hope.”

I have written these paragraphs, meditating on moral beauty, in between appointments with grim-faced surgeons, GPs and hospital nurses, with my arms punctured and bruised by the constant taking of blood and inserting of cannulas, and my veins pumped full of contrast dye as I slide in and out of scanning machines that search my insides for lumps of cancer and keep lighting up: Bingo, bingo, bingo, your card is full.

And outside these sterile medical rooms, I have gone to remote reefs for solace, floated rapidly along currents, mimicking flight with my arms outstretched, seeking peace, seeking grace in motion, in nature, in beauty, in silence, in loving, in fighting, in the chance to live another year, or day.

Grace is elusive and hard, and it’s everywhere, shining bright like the sun.




Part I

Our Souls, Our Selves




“Really into waterfalls”: On a state of daily grace

All her life she would believe that moments of beauty, pleasure and human connection, no matter how fleeting, had a life-transforming power.

—Ann-Marie Priest on poet Gwen Harwood

In a little Salvation Army hall near my home one Sunday, I found myself sitting around a table with a small group of people, a motley crew of drifters and seekers. I’d come to this place because I’d grown bored of conventional church and wanted to roll my sleeves up.

The Salvos run a soup kitchen and a range of outreach programs, so most of those who turn up on Sundays have needs they bring to the community: mental health, homelessness, disabilities, dementia. It means that when we sit around and talk about life, and what it means, no one pretends to be anything other than who they are—just people trying to get by. This strips our conversations of clichés or pat rhetoric, and I love it.

On this day, the minister—or officer—asked everyone to pull a card from a back table, and each card had a question on it that we all had to answer. Next to me was J——, who read his card with a loud voice: “Describe a beautiful place you have been to.”

He went first. “Well, anyone who knows me knows I have psychiatric problems, and sometimes I go to the hospital for treatment. Outside the corner of the main room there, it looks onto a concrete slab, and when it rains, the sound of the water hitting the concrete is just . . . incredible.” His entire face lifted, lit. “It sounds like a waterfall. I am really into nature, and waterfalls, so that place is pretty special.”

I looked at him. “I bet that is really calming to listen to.”

“Yeah, exactly, calming, I love it.”

The way rain splashes onto cement and stone: a beautiful place.

* * *

BEING OPEN TO WATERFALLS IS, surely, being open to grace. So is being open to other human beings. There is no prescription for being open in this way; it means tuning our ears to the possibility of wonder, and awe, and to the importance of acts and attitudes that go beyond the punitive, exacting and self-righteous. It also means recognizing beauty is part of what we strive for and need—beauty and art and leisure and music.

Rebecca Solnit, author of the delightful book Orwell’s Roses, highlights this perfectly. Orwell, “our great prophet of totalitarianism, the man famous for facing unpleasant truths,” planted roses. He fought intellectually for equality and also cared about and nurtured beauty. This reflects beautifully the slogan of the suffragette movement, “Bread for All, and Roses too,” which meant that women were fighting for not just physical needs but also music, education, nature, art, leisure and books, for “pleasures as well as necessities, and the time to pursue them, the time to have an inner life and freedom to roam the outer world.” Solnit told The Nation: “We all know what ‘bread’ is: food, clothing, shelter, the bodily necessities, which can be more or less homogenized and administered from above. But ‘roses’ was this radical cry, in a way, for individualism, for private life, for freedom of choice—because my roses and your roses won’t be the same roses, you know? It’s saying that people are subtle, complex, subjective creatures who need culture, need nature, need beauty, need leisure.”

I’d add moral beauty too—witnessing it, and experiencing it.

Often, it’s the beauty that we miss. We in the media can become so intent on capturing horror, on exposing problems and untold inequalities, that we forget the beauty and the joy, the ways we look after each other, the reasons we have to stay alive. Actor and writer Brett Goldstein, who plays the curmudgeonly Roy Kent in the TV series Ted Lasso, said he had a “profound moment as a creative” when he went to see a critically acclaimed movie—“five stars everywhere”—and found it profoundly bleak and depressing. After he and a friend had sat watching horrible things happen, including a lingering moment of sexual violence, he turned to his friend and joked, “That’s entertainment.”

“And I thought, What are we doing?” he said on NPR. “Why have we paid to see this thing?” He decided the film was bad art, he said, because there was “no glimmer of light in it,” and no humor. “This isn’t how life is,” he went on, even though it was a true story. If you have survived horrific events, or read the accounts of those who have, he said, “there are always, always jokes in them, there’s a moment where they laugh, there’s a moment where they held each other, there’s a moment of connection, of love, of light, in everything, and if you make something that doesn’t have any of that I think it’s bad art, I think you’ve not watched life.”

The chapters in this section are about watching life, and watching each other. Watching for those moments of connection, of love and of light, and moments when we hold and care for each other in the midst of everything. And noticing, too, that Orwell’s roses still bloom today.




Chapter 1

21.3 Grams

We must remove the word “empathy” from the [news]papers and put it into practice.

Our humanity is thirsty for affection, care and attention. . . .

We must do it without expecting anything in return.

—Brazilian nurse technician Semei Araújo Cunha

THE TIME OF DEATH is not, apparently, when the last breath is taken, when the lungs or legs give way, when the internal organs collapse, when a bullet punctures the skin. It is when the heart stops. Some studies have shown that brain activity can continue for some time after the heart stops, though, which is wild to contemplate. (The functions that linger longest, by the way, are the sense of touch and hearing, which is important to know when holding the hand of—and whispering to—a person who is dying.)

Activity is, of course, not the same as awareness, but some researchers have found people can be aware they are dead after their heartbeat stills. In a 2017 study of the near-death experiences of 2,060 patients who had suffered cardiac arrest and been brought back to life, some patients said they had even heard their doctors declare them dead. Of the survivors, almost half had memories of that time, with seven major cognitive themes:



Fear

Animals/plants

Bright light

Violence/persecution

Déjà vu

Family

Recalling events post-cardiac arrest



Nine percent had had “near-death experiences” they could recount. Two percent recalled “seeing” and “hearing” events that were part of their resuscitation. Some felt peaceful, others felt they were being dragged under water.

The study concluded: “[Cardiac arrest] survivors commonly experience a broad range of cognitive themes, with 2 percent exhibiting full awareness. This supports other recent studies that have indicated consciousness may be present despite clinically undetectable consciousness.” This is genuinely mindboggling, and might prompt some to ask if it suggests we possess souls, separate from our bodies.

This idea preoccupied one particular American doctor a century ago, because he was intent on trying to measure the weight of a soul as it left the body at death. In 1907, Dr. Duncan Macdougall of Massachusetts wrote a report of his controversial experiment, entitled “Hypothesis concerning soul substance together with experimental evidence of the existence of such substance,” for the April issue of American Medicine. He had incorporated a particularly sensitive beam scale in a bed in a tuberculosis hospital in Boston. One by one, he placed six terminally ill patients on the bed just before and after the time of death (awkwardly, one actually died there). With the very first patient, he told a reporter, “the instant life ceased, the opposite scale pan fell with a suddenness that was astonishing—as if something had been lifted from the body.”

The difference in weight was three-quarters of an ounce, or 21.3 grams, and, while the drop in mass varied in his subjects, Macdougall pronounced that this was the weight of a soul. When he repeated the experiment on fifteen dying dogs, he found no difference in weight, thereby sadly concluding that dogs did not have a soul.

These findings caused a sensation. When the study was reported in the New York Times under the headline “Soul Has Weight, Physician Thinks,” another doctor sank his teeth into its credibility, at first by claiming a body no longer cooled by lungs would sweat, thereby shedding some weight from the body. This sparked a dispute that roiled for a year. Macdougall, described in the Times as a “reputable physician of Haverfill,” claimed to have ruled out the possibility of it being the weight of air from the lungs or any expulsion of bodily fluids, but this was received with skepticism.

Four years later, Macdougall expanded his experiment. While attempting to photograph what he believed to be the soul leaving the body at the time of death, he claimed to have captured the glow of an “interstellar ether” around the head. But the scientific community remained doubtful. The sample size of Macdougall’s first study was very small, and his inconsistent results have been considered scientifically implausible ever since. The term “21 grams” has endured, though, with most references dropping the 0.3 from the finding, as in the title of the film 21 Grams. It seems an odd thing to do, to round down a soul.

* * *

THE ATTEMPTS OF SCIENTISTS to somehow measure the spirit seem to have impressed the prize-winning American poet Laura Gilpin, who finished her second book of poetry, The Weight of a Soul, in Fairhope, Alabama, a century later, just before she died in 2007. Coming from a gifted poet who had spent decades working as a registered nurse, Gilpin’s words are striking for their empathy, their concern for the human soul, and for the care of people at their most vulnerable, desperate and, often, shy.

The fact that she devoted her life to advocating for better patient care will surprise no one familiar with her work. Her poems radiate tenderness. Take this one, called “Two-headed Calf”:



Tomorrow when the farm boys find this

freak of nature, they will wrap his body

in newspaper and carry him to the museum.

But tonight he is alive and in the north

field with his mother. It is a perfect

summer evening: the moon rising over

the orchard, the wind in the grass. And

as he stares into the sky, there are

twice as many stars as usual.



The perfect night, in a field, facing death. But, in truth, instead of facing death, the calf is facing life. It’s a superb summation of the grace of life, of relishing the simple miracle of a moment on this earth. A lingering one.

As a twenty-six-year-old poet, in 1976, Gilpin won the Walt Whitman Award for her book The Hocus-Pocus of the Universe. Shortly afterward, she abandoned writing for nursing and later she would become a founding member of Planetree, an organization dedicated to ensuring hospital patients are treated humanely. In 2003 she published an article with Roger Ulrich called “Healing Arts: Nutrition for the Soul,” in which they described the important role art has played in healing, historically, and how necessary it is for restoring the will to live. Patients needed to be treated, they argued, not just as broken bodies, but souls thirsting for beauty. “In the centuries before Hippocrates, the healing temples of ancient Greece surrounded patients with music, poetry, storytelling, painting, sculpture, gardens, and fountains,” they wrote. “An environment rich with art was seen as therapeutic, providing a means to alleviate physical discomfort, emotional distress and spiritual crisis. In the absence of science, the arts were vital in restoring the will to live and enhancing the healing process.” Gilpin and Ulrich argued for the capacity of nature to soothe and comfort, especially calm scenes of trees, flowers and water, as well as, curiously, the sight of a kind face: “Evolutionary theory proposes that . . . humans are genetically predisposed to pay attention to, and be positively affected by, images of smiling or sympathetic human faces.”

* * *

AUTHOR AND PHYSICIAN MICHELLE Johnston tells me that the busy Perth hospital emergency department she works in is, on the whole, “riot and mess and stab vests and meth and rage and the debris from the crumbling fabric of society.” Yet, she says, she witnesses “a thousand tiny acts of grace every day, every beat of the heart. Most unnoticed by the bigger, glossier world, but they add up.” When I asked her for an example, she described a patient from her latest shift, “a newly paralyzed man, [after a] silly accident, just starting out as a schoolteacher, comprehending his future in a single moment [and] only caring about the words we would choose to tell his wife, not for himself.”

One room in the emergency section of hospitals is usually set aside for distressed relatives, where people are placed before staff deliver awful news. Johnston tells me: “As we are a trauma center, not infrequently the news is utterly unexpected. Not long ago, I walked the long corridor to tell a mother her son was irretrievably brain-injured. He was the same age as my son. I felt fragile breaking the news. She could tell, and she held and supported me as much as I [did] her, as I outlined all the terrible details and prognosis.”

Often, Johnston says, moments of grace are “virtually imperceptible, mighty in intent but easily missed if you aren’t paying attention.” In this environment, you see “people at their lowest, their most frightened, ripped open and vulnerable, caring for the welfare of others: their children, their spouses, the cat at home.” She continues:



Acts of grace also come in microscopic encounters. The forgiveness of a patient in pain if you miss getting a drip in, the stoic understanding when you explain it will take twelve hours to find the patient with newly diagnosed breast cancer a bed, the gratitude people express for the time you take to sit on their bed with them and talk. These are the acts of grace that slay me. When people should be ranting about the parlous state of public medicine in the richest country imaginable, they are gracious themselves, giving and understanding.

I find some of the staff perform acts of grace on a constant, endless basis. The nurses, moving from holding the hand of someone dying, to checking the boxes on a useless bureaucratic piece of paper, to getting yelled at by a supervisor, to cleaning up bodily secretions, to going into the next patient to whisper calming words to them, reassuring them, making them feel safe. If that’s not grace, I don’t know what is. The physiotherapists patiently walking elderly patients, the pharmacists gently correcting a drug chart, a chaplain sitting in the rubble of grief with howling relatives. Sure, these people are all paid, but these are acts of grace, every single time.

* * *

THE TITLE POEM OF Laura Gilpin’s collection The Weight of a Soul was inspired by a story the poet heard of a doctor who is said to have experimented and determined the soul to weigh a fraction of an ounce. The poem follows the passage of a soul, “weighing slightly less than an airmail letter,” as it rises out of a hospital patient’s body with his last breath, hovers then slips into the hallway, past hobbling patients, nurses, doctors, and a janitor sloshing his wet mop, and then out an open window. The soul rises up into the evening air over the hospital car park, over the rush-hour traffic on the highway, and back to the patient’s home, lightly touching the heads of his children as they play tag, and his wife as she packs pajamas to take to him in the hospital: “He touches her so lightly she feels only the evening breeze.” How many medics think about the soul of their patients returning to touch the people they love?

In the same volume, Gilpin writes about bathing a woman “while she sleeps in a far place beyond my reaching.” But she continues to talk “in case she hears me (believing that hearing is the last to go)”—about the weather and the seasons—as she washes the woman’s arms and legs and works her way around her body:



She offers no resistance

except that of gravity,

the earth pulling her down

while I lift, as though something between us

is being weighed.



Then I turn to wash her back

talking to her about what seems to matter

in this life—though I make no promises.



Only this morning

the promise of spring was in the air

and I tell her that.



In that lift, surely, is grace. The kind that so many of us who have tended to sick children, friends, family, or aging parents can understand. The kind that seeks to comfort and dignify. Little wonder Gilpin campaigned forcefully against what she saw as the sterility of many hospital environments. She died aged fifty-six, of multiple glioblastomas, her death notice in the New York Times recording that she was honored for her “indomitable spirit, her kindness, her droll humor, her brilliant intellect and her love of celebrations.”

* * *

NURSES HAVE BROUGHT ME immense comfort in the past few years. Most of us who frequent hospitals can quickly tell the difference between a competent, caring nurse and an indifferent one (and the vast majority, in my experience, are the former). Little things give it away. Like one nurse bringing me a single ice-chip when I was not allowed to let anything pass my lips. Or another letting me sleep in the middle of a hubbub. One who looked at me without judgment when my body was malfunctioning. Another who spoke soothingly when I quietly despaired about my ability to heal and work again. A nurse who, when I started crying one day after my children visited because I was missing them so much, grabbed my arm, yelling, “You are okay! You are a strong and intelligent woman! Just like David Marr!”—and I burst out laughing at this reference to my fellow writer and then colleague. When in pain, I am inordinately grateful for both expertise and small kindnesses: an extra heated blanket tucked in over exposed toes, laughter at one of my bad jokes, an eye trained to see pain when I’m too spent to complain.

This is part of the reason I am always astonished when doctors treat nurses with disregard, or people patronize them. A couple of years ago, a friend of mine, Caitlin Brassington, was at her local shops in her scrubs after a long day at work and bumped into an acquaintance, who said she had not realized Caitlin was “just a nurse.” That morning Caitlin had left three kids asleep in the hands of a babysitter who would get them to school and daycare so that she could go and do her nursing work. She came home that night and posted the following message on Facebook:



I have helped babies into the world, many of whom needed assistance to take their first breath, and yet I am just a nurse.

I have held patients’ hands and ensured their dignity while they take their last breath, and yet I am just a nurse.

I have counselled grieving parents after the loss of a child, and yet I am just a nurse.

I have performed CPR on patients and brought them back to life, and yet I am just a nurse.

I can auscultate every lung field on a newborn and assess which field may have a decreased air entry, and yet I am just a nurse.

I can educate patients, caregivers, junior nurses and junior doctors on disease states, prognoses and treatment plans, and yet I am just a nurse.

I have been a lecturer in a school of medicine, teaching medical students how to perform a systematic physical examination of a patient, and yet I am just a nurse.

I am my patients’ advocate in a health system that does not always put my




























OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Author’s Note



		Contents





		Introduction: When the Shadows Fall Behind You



		Part I: Our Souls, Our Selves



		“Really into waterfalls”: On a state of daily grace



		Chapter 1: 21.3 Grams



		Chapter 2: Anonymous Samaritans









		Part II: Our Circles



		Our beating hearts



		Chapter 3: Grace Inherited



		Chapter 4: Icarus Flew



		Chapter 5: “Inhale the World”: An Ode to the Fire of Teenage Girls



		Chapter 6: On Being Decent Men









		Part III: Our Strangers



		Random encounters



		Chapter 7: Other People’s Lives



		Chapter 8: The Comfort of Strangers



		Chapter 9: The Discomfort of Estrangers



		Chapter 10: Restlaufzeit: In the Time We Have Left, We Must Dance









		Part IV: Our Sins



		Forgive us our sins



		Chapter 11: Napoleon’s Penis: What We Choose to Remember



		Chapter 12: When You Can’t Forgive



		Chapter 13: The Stolen Generations: What Does Forgiveness Mean?



		Chapter 14: “We Will Wear You Down with Our Love”



		Chapter 15: The Callus: On Restorative Justice



		Chapter 16: “A Broken Place”: People Who Have Forgiven









		Part V: Our Senses



		Flukeprint



		Chapter 17: Fever Dreams



		Chapter 18: A Grace Note









		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		About the Author



		Praise



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Introduction: When the Shadows Fall Behind You


















		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		i



		ii



		iv














OEBPS/images/title.jpg
bright
Shining
how 8TACC .

JULIA BAIRD

m HARPERONE
w An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/9780063412736_Cover.jpg
¢
- B
é

¢

7 T VAR AR 4 gL s A ; /
& gl , 2 247 b if / / A rod / y
- J i
/ 2 A 3 ;
7 / /
¢ § / /
;
/‘ /
i'- & / y / /
“ / / /
&/ )





