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			Madeleine L’Engle’s first book of poetry, Lines Scribbled on an Envelope, was published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux in 1969. It’s a curious thing, because what she should’ve been working on—as any publisher would have hoped—was the sequel, or numerous sequels, to her children’s sci-fi novel A Wrinkle in Time, which had won the Newbery Award in 1963.

			It’s not that she wasn’t writing. If anything, the six years between her Newbery and her poetry collection were tremendously prolific, yielding multiple books in the Austin Family Chronicles, a novel for grown-ups titled The Love Letters, and even a biblically inspired morality play, The Journey with Jonah. But the sequel to A Wrinkle in Time wouldn’t appear until A Wind in the Door in 1973, with other sequels spread out over the next two decades.

			Why the delay? Why the almost obstinate refusal to fulfill the expectations of fans and the publishing world? Because L’Engle had her own ideas about the creative process. She wasn’t there to serve the market; she was there to “serve the work.” As she later described in her landmark treatise on faith and art, Walking on Water (1980), “If the work comes to the artist and says, ‘Here I am, serve me,’ then the job of the artist, great or small, is to serve.” And so it was with her poetry.

			By publishing her poetry, her editor wasn’t merely indulging a favored author. L’Engle wrote good poetry. Indeed, if she’d never written anything else, an Internet search about her today might yield results beginning with “Madeleine L’Engle was a twentieth-century American poet.” Her life as a poet started in childhood, in a lonely New York apartment while her parents were busy in the literary-arts scene of the Roaring Twenties. Books were some of her only companions. She read whatever she could find—fairy tales, poetry, the Bible—and when she ran out of things to read, she wrote.

			
			Friendless, overlooked, and underappreciated by her teachers, she gave up on trying to please everyone and instead wrote poetry and stories when she should’ve been doing homework. When one of her poems anonymously won a fifth-grade poetry prize and L’Engle was revealed as the author, her teacher assumed the underachieving child must’ve plagiarized it. As L’Engle describes in the first of her memoiresque Crosswicks Journals, A Circle of Quiet, her mother gathered Madeleine’s writing from home to prove that her daughter most definitely could’ve written a prize-winning poem.

			This early story speaks volumes about the person L’Engle would become—not only about her writing, but also about her character: her quirkiness, her tenacity, her nonconformity. When publishers tried to box her in to one audience or genre for a given book, she stubbornly refused to comply (“It’s for people! Don’t people read books?”). Like British author C. S. Lewis (The Chronicles of Narnia, The Screwtape Letters), she wrote in a formidable range of genres, for a formidable range of readers—everything from mainstream fiction, drama, and memoir with New York publishing houses to spiritual nonfiction, midrash-like biblical commentary, and poetry with smaller religious presses. As her granddaughter and literary executor, Charlotte Jones Voiklis, once playfully exclaimed to me, “She was a witch!” Madeleine’s literary dexterity was a kind of shape-shifting: whatever form she needed, she took.

			
			Yet Madeleine L’Engle was disciplined as well: from childhood she knew the rules of grammar and of rhyme and meter (even if her spelling was British rather than American), and she followed them. More important, she understood early on that the work itself requires a kind of dogged servitude, that you show up and serve it, whether you feel like it—or whether anyone appreciates it—or not.

			She likened this vocational discipline to practicing daily piano scales or a Bach fugue: your fingers learn the form while your brain and imagination engage in their own kind of muscle memory. It’s also the posture she took toward spiritual practices such as prayer. On a given day you may not feel like praying, but daily participation in that ritual builds spiritual muscle. As her good friend Barbara Braver told Leonard Marcus in his collection of interviews Listening for Madeleine, “[Madeleine] had the structure, and within that there would be distractions and surprises: welcome and often stretching, and full of grace.”

			When in A Wrinkle in Time Mrs Whatsit likens life to a sonnet—as it has a prescribed structure but what you say is up to you—she’s not spouting just any old metaphor. For L’Engle, the sonnet was both a recurring metaphor as well as a personal discipline; it became her poetic specialty. One could argue that the more constraints the literary form puts on the writer, the more the writer must serve the work, must get herself out of the way. This means that a poetic form such as a sonnet requires a tremendous amount of humility, for the writer can only say what the form allows—no more, no less. There’s no room for indulging one’s moods by scribbling one’s stream of consciousness. For a sonnet to say something with fluid freshness, in the writer’s unique voice, requires tremendous skill; otherwise it risks devolving into stilted, impersonal verse.

			
			Somehow within that form Madeleine L’Engle not only exercised masterful technique but also the humility to be confessional. Take, for example, the poem cycle “To a Long-Loved Love,” where we perhaps learn more about the nature of her marriage to actor Hugh Franklin than in her memoiresque Two-Part Invention: The Story of a Marriage (1988). At times her nonfiction betrays the controlling hand of the inveterate storyteller while her poetry, by contrast, is almost indistinguishable in its humility from prayer—at times, it is prayer.

			Not long after her first poetry collection went out of print, it got the attention of the small religious press Harold Shaw Publishers, thanks to L’Engle’s chance meeting in the early 1970s with poet and editor Luci Shaw, who would become her lifelong friend. Shaw became the editor and publisher of L’Engle’s poetry, including The Weather of the Heart (1978), A Cry Like a Bell (1987), and her collected poetry, The Ordering of Love (2005). With Barbara Braver, who stayed with L’Engle in the 1990s while commuting to work in NYC, L’Engle and Shaw spent many hours together, including a trip in 1995 to Iona and Lindisfarne, where Braver recalls the three of them writing poetry in an old cemetery. L’Engle was then in her late 70s, still prolific, still showing up for the work that needed to be written.

			Writing became more elusive for L’Engle after the death of her son Bion in 1999 to end-stage alcoholism—a disease which she never acknowledged and a tragedy from which she never recovered. The Ordering of Love first came out two years before her death in 2007; even now, with this new edition, it’s poignant to realize there will be no new poems here. The last lines of the sonnet that was Madeleine L’Engle’s life have already been written, but within the form there is still a liveliness, a humility, a prayerful and powerful portrait of a writer who served her work, and served it well. May we strive to do the same.

			
			—Sarah Arthur
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			To a Long-Loved Love

			
				(i)

				We, who have seen the new moon grow old together,

				Who have seen winter rime the fields and stones

				As though it would claim earth and water forever,

				We who have known the touch of flesh and the shape of bones

				Know the old moon stretching its shadows across a whitened field

				More beautiful than spring with all its spate of blooms;

				What passion knowledge of tried flesh still yields,

				What joy and comfort these familiar rooms.

				(ii)

				In the moonless, lampless dark now of this bed

				My body knows each line and curve of yours;

				My fingers know the shape of limb and head:

				As pure as mathematics ecstasy endures.

				Blinded by night and love we share our passion,

				Certain of burning flesh, of living bone:

				So feels the sculptor in the moment of creation

				Moving his hands across the uncut stone.

				(iii)

				I know why a star gives light

				Shining quietly in the night;

				Arithmetic helps me unravel

				The hours and years this light must travel

				To penetrate our atmosphere.

				I can count the craters on the moon

				
				With telescopes to make them clear.

				With delicate instruments I can measure

				The secrets of barometric pressure.

				And therefore I find it inexpressibly queer

				That with my own soul I am out of tune,

				And that I have not stumbled on the art

				Of forecasting the weather of the heart.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			The Mermaid

			
				My father gives me everything

				I ask for. Don’t you envy me?

				I swim faster than a bird can wing.

				Sea gulls cannot catch me: see?

				Who else has hair of silk sea green?

				Or silver scales, shining, alive?

				My father’s king (there is no queen).

				I can dive full fathom five.

				You wonder why I never cry?

				Why mermaids have no need for tears?

				Upon my sea-salt rock I lie

				And play with time and laugh at years

				And send my song along the air

				And sing my call to passing ships,

				And there is nothing quite so fair

				As the cold touch of dead men’s lips.

				My father gives me everything,

				Gold and frankincense and mer—

				Boys for my sport. I lie and sing.

				A sailor shouts, “Don’t look at her!”

				I lie upon my sea-swept stone

				And wait. The sailor hears and cries.

				More bleached white bones to call my own

				And his salt tears before he dies.

				My father gives me everything.

				That’s just sea water in my eyes.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Lines Scribbled on an Envelope While Riding the 104 Broadway Bus:

			
				There is too much pain

				I cannot understand

				I cannot pray

				I cannot pray for all the little ones with bellies bloated by starvation in India;

				for all the angry Africans striving to be separate in a world struggling for wholeness;

				for all the young Chinese men and women taught that hatred and killing are good and compassion evil;

				or even all the frightened people in my own city looking for truth in pot or acid.

				Here I am

				and the ugly man with beery breath beside me reminds me that it is not my prayers that waken your concern, my Lord;

				my prayers, my intercessions are not to ask for your love

				for all your lost and lonely ones,

				your sick and sinning souls,

				but mine, my love, my acceptance of your love.

				Your love for the woman sticking her umbrella and her expensive

				parcels into my ribs and snarling, “Why don’t you watch where you’re going?”

				
				Your love for the long-haired, gum-chewing boy who shoves the old lady aside to grab a seat,

				Your love for me, too, too tired to look with love,

				too tired to look at Love, at you, in every person on the bus.

				Expand my love, Lord, so I can help to bear the pain,

				help your love move my love into the tired prostitute with false eyelashes and bunioned feet,

				the corrupt policeman with his hand open for graft,

				the addict, the derelict, the woman in the mink coat and discontented mouth,

				the high school girl with heavy books and frightened eyes.

				Help me through these scandalous particulars

				to understand

				your love.

				Help me to pray.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Shout Joy!

			
				O sing unto God

				and sing praises unto his Name

				magnify him that rideth upon the heavens

				praise him in his Name

				Jah!

				shout it

				cry it aloud upon the wind

				take the tail of his steed

				and fling across the sky

				in his wild wake

				Jah!

				he cannot be caught

				he cannot be fled

				he cannot be known

				nor his knowledge escaped

				the light of his Name

				blinds the brilliance of stars

				Jah!

				catch the falling dragon

				ride between his flailing wings

				leap between the jaws of the lion

				grasp the horn of the unicorn

				calling with mighty voice

				Jah!

				caught in star flame

				whipped by comet lash

				rejoice before him

				cry above the voices of the cherubim

				shout alongside the seraphim

				
				Jah!

				bellow joy behind kings

				scattered by the quaking of his hills

				fleeing before his fire

				rush like snow through his thunderous flame

				crying with gladness

				adoration of his Name

				God is Lord

				Jah!

			

		

	
		
		
			
			“Body, the black horse and the white”

			
				Body, the black horse and the white,

				Who bears me through the day and night,

				How shall I ride when you are gone?

				Without my steed am I undone?

				Black horse and white, O wingèd horse,

				Sinister, dextrous, holding course,

				O wingèd horse with single horn,

				O Pegasus, O unicorn,

				Body my body, when you’re in grave

				Will I have any soul to save?

				Body, our journey’s just begun,

				And rider, ridden, are only one.

				How can I see your rank corruption

				Except as journey’s interruption?

				Where am I going? How can I travel

				Without my body? Truth: unravel:

				Body, as dark as starless night,

				Tell me, where comes the blinding light?

				Body it is whose ears have heard

				The thunder crashing of the Word.

				The lightning flash reveals what face?

				Where are we going? To what place?

				How shall I ride when you are done?

				How shall I once again be one?

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Medusa

			(Because she had angered the gods, Medusa was the only one of the Gorgons who was not immortal.)

			
				I, of all Gorgons, I, alone, must die.

				Since death must come to me I carry death

				At all times in my face, my bitter eye.

				If every breath I draw is mortal breath

				Leading irrevocably to my end

				I’ll give stone death to all who see my face,

				My span of life resentfully will spend

				Denying life: revenge for my disgrace.

				I, who should be immortal, have been shamed,

				But cloak my shame in serpent hissing pride.

				Immortal privilege denied, self maimed,

				Only this arrogance can fury hide.

				Think you I like the snakes upon my head?

				My only pleasure is in luring men

				To look, to turn to granite, silent, dead.

				Then what’s their use? The worst is when

				Gods look on me and laugh. But look you, mortal,

				I’ll blast you through death’s icy portal.

				Thus in your death my own have I delayed.

				Not god, not human—Medusa is afraid.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Lines After Sir Thomas Browne

			
				If thou couldst empty self of selfishness

				And then with love reach out in wide embrace

				Then might God come this purer self to bless;

				So might thou feel the wisdom of His Grace,

				And see, thereby, the radiance of His face.

				But selfishness turns inwards, miry, black,

				Refuses stars, sees only clouded night,

				Too full, too dark, cannot confess a lack,

				Turns from God’s face, blest, holy, bright,

				Is blinded by the presence of the Light.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			The Unicorn

			(The unicorn is an untamed beast who always eludes the pursuit of hunters—unless he sees a young virgin. Then he will lie down with his head in her lap and can be easily taken.)

			
				I am feral, free, untame,

				So wild I do not have a name.

				One-horn, you say? That’s what I am,

				But who I am I cannot tell,

				For I am only that I am.

				My neigh is like a forest knell

				And you will never know the rapture

				Of my swift flight, eluding capture.

				I am not young, nor grow I old.

				My heart beats softly, quiet, cold,

				Is moved by no one: woman, man.

				My veins are ice.

				Wait!

				  Who goes there?

				My heart stopped for a frightened span.

				What is this tension in the air?

				Oh, girl, not woman, more than child,

				Which of us two is the more wild?

				So quietly you sit and wait.

				Wait: why? For whom? Am I too late?

				I do not know what joy this is.

				
				The blood runs in me like the sap.

				I come to you in freedom. This

				Is bliss, my head upon your lap.

				Nothing will ever be the same.

				Someone: tell me! What’s my name?

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Abraham’s Child

			
				Towards afternoon the train pulled in to the station.

				The light came grey and cold through the dirty glass of the terminal roof,

				and passengers waiting on the platform blew upon their hands and stamped their feet

				and their breath came out like smoke.

				In the comfortable compartment I leaned back against the red plush of the seat

				and looked out the window. All the signs were in a language I could not read.

				I got out my passport and held it, waiting in readiness.

				My papers were in order and the train was warm.

				The conductor slid open the door to the compartment and said to me,

				“This is your last stop on this train. You will have to get out.”

				I held out my passport, “No, no, my journey’s barely half over,”

				and I told him the cities through which the train was going to pass.

				He handed me back my passport and said again, “You will have to get out,”

				and he took me by the arms and led me from the coach.

				His hands were so strong my arms cried out in pain. On the platform it was cold.

				“But I don’t know where I am!” I cried, “or where I am going.”

				“Follow me,” he said. “I have been sent to show you.”

				
				Through the glass of the station roof I could see the sun was going down

				and a horror of great darkness fell upon me.

				“Come,” the conductor said. “This is the way you are to go,”

				and he led me past the passengers waiting on the platform

				and past the foreign signs and a burning lamp in this land

				where I was a stranger. He led me to a train with no lights and broken windows

				and a pale wisp of smoke lifting from a rusty engine, and said,

				“Get in. This is your train.”

				I fell upon my face and laughed and said, “But this train isn’t going anywhere,”

				and he said, “You may sit down,” and I sat on a wooden bench

				and he put my satchel on the rack over my head.

				“Are you ready for the journey?” he asked me. “I must have your passport.”

				I gave it to him. “Where are we going?” I asked. The train was cold.

				“The way will be shown,” he said, and closed the compartment door.

				I heard a puff of steam. The old engine began to pull the dark car

				and we ventured out into the night.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			The Promise

			
				You promised

				well, actually you didn’t promise very much, did you?

				but that little is enough

				is more than enough.

				We fail you

				over and over again

				but you promised to be faithful to us

				not to let us fail

				beyond your forgiveness of our failure.

				In our common temptation

				you promised

				we would not be tempted more than we are able

				you promised not to lead us into temptation

				beyond our frail strength

				and you

				yourself

				are our refuge in temptation

				our escape from the pit

				and that is enough

				so that we can bear

				more than we thought we could bear

				of loneliness, nothingness, otherness,

				sin, silliness, sadness.

				For thine is the kingdom and the other great fors:

				forbearance, forgiveness,

				fortitude,

				forever:

				this is what you promised

				it is enough

				it is everything.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Primate

			
				I went into a building called a church.

				A lot of monkeys sat in all the pews

				and at the altar there were other monkeys

				dressed in fancy clothes.

				Everybody was very busy. The monkeys kept kneeling

				and crossing themselves and some of them

				kept looking around to see that they did everything

				the other monkeys did, and maybe a little more.

				They went up to the altar and their palms were pressed together

				so that they looked very holy and they ate and drank

				and the monkeys at the altar said some gibberish

				and the air rang with the monkery and mockery

				of words repeated until the fragment of an echo

				was all that could be heard of what had once been said.

				Afterwards the monkeys all shook hands and showed their teeth

				and drank coffee to break their pious fast

				and some scratched each other’s backs and others

				scratched at monkeys who weren’t there

				and all the monkeys looked around to see

				if they were talking to the most important monkeys

				so nobody listened to anybody else.

				I went home and looked into the mirror

				and raised a prehensile finger to scratch behind

				my simian ear. Oh, God. O God:

				where is your image?

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Testament

			
				O God

				I will do thy will.

				I will

				to do thy will.

				How can my will

				will to do thy will?

				If I will

				to know thy will

				then I fall on my own will.

				How can I will

				to love or to obey?

				My very willing bars the way.

				Willingness becomes self-will.

				O God

				if thou will

				turn my will to thy will

				if thou will

				tell me thy will

				it will

				be in spite of

				not because of

				my will.

				Help me to lose my will.

				Each day

				let my will die

				so will I

				
				be born.

				New born will I live

				willingly  lovingly

				and will

				will be no more

				will be thine

				O God

				if thou will.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			People in Glass Houses

			
				I build my house of shining glass

				of crystal

				prisms

				light, clear,

				delicate.

				The wind blows

				Sets my rooms to singing.

				The sun’s bright rays

				are not held back

				but pour

				their radiance through the rooms

				in sparkles of delight.

				And what, you ask, of rain

				that leaves blurred muddy streaks

				across translucent purity?

				What, you ask,

				of the throwers of stones?

				Glass shatters,

				breaks,

				sharp fragments pierce my flesh,

				darken with blood.

				The wind tinkles brittle splinters

				of shivered crystal.

				The stones crash through.

				But never mind.

				My house

				
				My lovely shining

				fragile broken house

				is filled with flowers

				and founded on a rock.
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