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Praise forBEGIN WITH A QUESTION

“To enter the universe of Maddox’s new poetry is to be invited to participate in an amazingly powerful and intricate work of art. Intensely personal, inventive, often ironic and complex but accessible upon careful reading, this skilled poetry opens our windows to wonder at a universe penetrated by divine power and grace.”

—Luci Shaw, author of Angels Everywhere

“One of Marjorie Maddox’s gifts is her ability to knit together unlikely pairings into original visions: Eve smells the salt wafting off Lot’s calcified wife, Apple’s Siri becomes a gnostic saint, and St. Victor of Marseilles stars in a spinoff of The Walking Dead. Her poems question our default ways of organizing and categorizing: a backyard haircut becomes an exploration of many of the dichotomies that shape our thinking—inner vs. outer, before vs. after, childhood vs. adulthood. Her imaginative leaps work toward discernment, facing into the world’s strange bewilderments to find connections across time and place. Begin with a Question faces the ways that the notes of human imagination are often ‘off-key, shrill, and wobbly’ and builds from them a chorus large enough to hold the living and the dead.”

—Mary Szybist, author of Incarnadine

“Marjorie Maddox’s new collection Begin with a Question begins with a question, ‘But why?’ The poet then sets about providing an abundance of possible answers to the most provocative of all the interrogatives, taking readers on a careening journey through human history to discover the sources and salves for our discontents—from Eve cradling her murdered son in the ruins of Eden to Mary holding hers against her own ‘crucified heart’ on Golgotha; from the impending death of the poet’s suffering mother in a distant assisted living facility to the young mother who nurses her baby in the small hours of the morning accompanied by the hymn-playing Church organist on the other side of the duplex wall; from ‘the hard Epiphany’ of January 6th, 2021, when a hate-filled mob overruns the seat of government to the ‘random acts’ of kindness whereby a suicide is saved, an accident avoided, a toll paid. These poems bear faithful witness to suffering on both the small and the grand scale and bravely offer the antidote, asserting over and over the radical fact that when all seems lost we must begin again. In the face of sorrow, the death of loved ones, and the acedia of everyday suburban life, Maddox’s book posits nothing short of a theodicy of love.”

—Angela Alaimo O’Donnell, author of Andalusian Hours: Poems from the Porch of Flannery O’Connor
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To Gary, as always
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Begin with a Question

poetry prompt, How to Write a Poem, Tania Runyan

But why? By dawn, the day already

brims with answers: Yes, you may question

the universe; no, God will not answer;

yes, a double negative could mean maybe

this strange world cowers inside another Yes—

or not. What a knot of not knowing creates our No’s,

affirmation its own negation of belief—“No,

I do believe your unbelief”—the tangles already

tugged and tied into a complicated Yes

that dons its technicolored coat of questions

drenched in sunrise. I am awash with hope. Maybe

that, too, shimmers more in the morning, the answers

lighting the air like leftover fireflies. But answer

me this before I leap too quickly back to my No:

Will the trill of this blue jay calm my Maybe’s

only until noon when the world’s news already—

more often than not—overtakes me with questioning

despair. I walk out into this morning of Yes

and breathe what I need of silence. You are the Yes

I want, the clear but not simple answer

to this moment, now, before this mind you created questions

the brightness of your burning bush, even as I know

too well the power of heat, my heart already

taking off its sandals of Maybe

to bow low this singed soul. It may be

this, too, is another form of Yes,

the step toward or away already

the movement of prayer that answers

that nightfall of what we cannot know,

that forest we cannot see amidst such branching questions.

“Who do you say that I am?” you question

and leave no/much room for tangled Maybe’s.

My feet and mind shift. “Be still and know …”

This morning the lilies bloom “Yes!”

The newspaper’s other answers

merely crackle in the background, already

a No turned question,

already a Maybe

with Yes the answer.
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Point A

Someplace, you’re told, is

SOME place! as in Wow! as in

Look what you’ve got here!

It’s a step up from nowhere,

and then some … But really,

even at 10, then 30, then 50,

you thought the route from

Point A to Point B would proceed

in a somewhat orderly fashion

without veering off to Point K

immediately after G, then back to D.

It’s dizzying, this map that shape-shifts

into a first-model GPS gone haywire,

your life a poster child for motion sickness

as you trek as quickly as you can

behind Still Point of the Turning World

who, for the love of God, won’t actually stay

still, tight-roping across the equator without

once huffing or puffing, even the eyes

in the back of his head fixed forward.

Or is that you: up front, determined,

as always, to steer clear of Scylla and Charybdis,

but instead ricocheting between them both?

Whose small, cool shadow follows so spirit-like?

Sunday nights, you sway to Blues,

batten down the hatches for Dismay,

but one evening on a cliff overlooking

an everyday sunset, you’re surprised

by your own single note of joy.

You stop moving. And that is when you begin.
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