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The Comforts of the Written Word    An Essay on Consolation 
_____________________________________________________ 
My late grandfather once said to me, "If all else fails, you've always got books."  
I'm not exactly sure what he meant when he said that but it has certainly remained with me 
in the twenty or so years since. I remember towards the end of his life, when the cancer in 
his body had come back with a vengeance and he was struggling to communicate to me the 
fact that he would not be with us for much longer, he concluded an conversation with me 
with the statement that he still had good books and good food. Perhaps, at the end of his 
life, he was simply holding firmly to the attitude he had expressed years ago; or perhaps it 
was a throwaway comment, an offhand way to end an awkward conversation. I don't know. 
But it occurs to me, when I think about his words, that they seem now to have been both 
true and untrue at the same time: untrue because, in the end, having books and good food 
left in life are no means of avoiding the reality of death; untrue because, contrary to his 
dictum, we undoubtedly reach times when even books fail us; and yet it has proven true to 
me in recent years because books - or more generally, written words - have often been a 
source of great comfort to me, when all else has seemingly failed. 
I remember around five years ago beginning to find comfort in the stories and thoughts of 
Christians who, like me, wrestled with doubt and discouragement yet clung firmly to their 
faith all the same. Reading C.S. Lewis' A Grief Observed for the first time when I was about 
twenty-three or twenty-four had a visceral impact on me that I could scarcely have 
anticipated: I identified so closely with the doubt and despair that Lewis' loss caused in 
him; I felt every heartbreaking question he asked of the God who seemed frighteningly 
absent; and yet I was also comforted to know that, for all of the wrestling he did and the 
beatings his faith took, Lewis did not stop believing, and so, I reasoned, neither would I. 
I remember also reading Lewis' last novel, Till We Have Faces - almost certainly the finest 
thing he wrote - and being powerfully arrested by Orual the narrator's vehemence against 
the "gods" and the ways in which they had wronged her. Feeling within me a similar anger 
against the God I still believed in, I was placated by this expression of doubt and the 
knowledge that, eventually, as I followed the windy path Lewis laid out for me, I, like 
Orual, would find a place of humbled trust before the feet of a God who was more loving 
than I could ever have imagined. 
And then I remember discovering, in an old and tattered poetry anthology of my 
grandmother's, the John Milton poem "When I consider how my light is spent", an account 



of the poet's deterioration into blindness and the feelings of failure and inadequacy these 
brought him in his faith. As he drew the reader into his self-condemning questioning, he 
then led us, with all the magic of a perfectly woven sonnet, up to that magnificent 
conclusion which he reached in his thinking: the realisation that 

    God doth not need 
Either man's work or His own gifts. Who best 
Bear his gentle yoke, they serve Him best. His state 
Is kingly: thousands at His bidding speed 
And post o'er land and ocean without rest; 
They also serve who only stand and wait. 

Those closing lines struck me so deeply that I set them to music and often played over 
them in my mind as a reminder of what I so often forgot: that God only "needed" me to 
depend upon Him and nothing more. 
And I remember, at a time when I was struggling greatly in my identity as a Christian, 
having a friend suggest that I ask God the question, "Who am I?" By almost complete 
coincidence, another friend had that very week leant me Bonhoeffer's collection of poems 
written in Tegel Prison, including the masterful "Who Am I?" In that poem Bonhoeffer laid 
bare his feelings of hypocrisy and failure, his inability to know who he was or to separate 
his own sense of self from what others thought of him. The resolution? To bring himself, 
"contemptible, woebegone weakling" that he was, before the God who knew him because 
he was God's.   1


There is extraordinary power found in the written word. Leland Ryken has written of 
literature that it "gives expression to experience that is common to everyone". It also offers, 
he writes, "a heightened and clarified vision of reality, so that the reader can return to life 
with a better understanding of his own world and experience".   To me this expresses much 2

of what I encounter in great literature: it speaks to me of experiences that I know well and 
in doing so offers the comfort of recognising myself and my story in the stories of others. 
Yet it also takes me beyond my experience and carries me on a journey through the 
experiences I know well into something new and transformative, so that, when I finish 
taking the journey with, say, Lewis' Orual, I am not the angry accuser of God that I was 
when I began but someone wiser and more humble for having taken the journey. 
The literature that we read can do this, yet I have also found that creating literature myself 
can be a source of similar comfort. A year ago when I began my blog, The Consolations of 
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Writing, it was in response to Gwenfair Walter Adams' introduction to The Consolations of 
Theology, edited by Australian theologian Brian Rosner. Adams writes this in her opening 
to the volume: 

Some of the world’s most powerful literature emerged in the nexus of enforced 
waiting, loneliness, deprivation, cold, hunger, and fear that has marked the 
arena, the dungeon, the tower, the jail. Over the centuries, many prisoners, when 
looking for comfort, turned to writing.   3


What struck me by Adams' words is that this could be said of much of my own writing - 
not, perhaps, the part about "the world's most powerful literature", yet certainly the 
statement that "enforced waiting, loneliness, deprivation...and fear" helped forge my work. 
Often I wrote out of the crucible of doubt and despair, not out of constant happiness and 
peace of mind; and while I trust that it is God's will for us all one day to know His peace 
fully, often the reality of human experience is much harder, much thornier, than we would 
like it to be. Writing about my own difficulties helped me to process what I was 
experiencing; writing also often helped me to look upwards, because I sought answers to 
my trials, instead of remaining in them. Then there was the added benefit that I could see 
others finding comfort in what I wrote. As I began to see my struggles already bearing good 
fruit, I was able to see beyond the struggles themselves to the good that God would bring 
out of them. 
Henri Nouwen advocated in his seminal book The Wounded Healer for Christian leaders 
whom he termed "contemplative critics": leaders, that is, who can "contemplate the world 
with a critical but compassionate eye" and are thus able to articulate human experience as 
well as "God's work within themselves". Such leaders, Nouwen wrote, could "lead others 
away from confusion and towards clarification" (Nouwen, 1972, 51-52).    4


This is something which I find writing helps enable. Writers can articulate human 
struggles, often in a way which helps others to make sense of their experience and thus 
help lift them out of what Nouwen termed the "closed circuits" of their lives. Writing also 
takes me out of my own closed circuits. There are days when I sit down and write and find 
that I can scarcely put words on the page. Other days I write what seems to me to be 
strained and introspective garbage. Yet more often I find that the act of writing brings 
clarification and often hope. Most days I find myself drawn, by the end of the piece that I 
am writing, at the very least towards a desire for hope if not an actualisation of that desire. 
Since many of the poems that I write are more or less prayers, I am able to turn my gaze 
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upwards to God as I write and can articulate the search for hope that is beyond me and the 
constraints of my own mind. 
And so I have put together this short collection of poems which reflect the value that 
writing has held for me. Some of the poems written here were produced on days when 
writing was the only thing I could do to lift myself out of the state I was in. Some are 
surprisingly dark, some surprisingly light, but all reflect the way that writing helps us to 
give words to silent agony, and, in doing so, strip that agony of its power. 
"If all else fails, you've always got books," my grandfather said. They are not entirely true, 
those words, yet truer perhaps than my grandfather could have known. If all else fails, we 
might say, you've always got others who have failed before you and lived to write the tale; 
and, if that fails too, you can always try writing yourself. You never know how small, or 
even fruitful, your troubles may become when you turn them to words upon a page. 



Blank Prayer             January 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 
If I could assemble my words 
(but I can't, because they writhe 
and wrestle in me and then, 
once exhausted, sit still 
and block up the way 
for breath and poetry and life) 
if I could form poems from 
the paperscraps of my mind 
(but they defy rhythm and form 
and will not let my hands shape them, 
will not be subdued) 
if I could open up 
this lethargy and give commands - 
  Shape up or else! - 
perhaps then I 
would go to sleep 
content inside 
myself and say that I have won 
and yet 
the Spirit groans for me 
when words are not assembled and 
groans in words my words don't know 
and so 
(within my prison self, 
my words congealed, 
my head diseased), 
I give what I 
can scribble on 
a page that You 
have no need for 
and yet my prayer 
my scribbled prayer 
will sound now in Your ears. 




Beggar's Yelp               June 2012 
_____________________________________________________ 
Son of David, I 
have nothing but my filthy rags 
  
and my wounds, my static place 
beside this wall, my 
  
cracked and open hands, the dirt 
upon my swollen skin, the cracks 
  
in my voice as I cry 
out to You; my beggar’s yelp. 
  
Your crown is hidden, 
yet I see 
  
You for who You really are, 
and You, for better 
  
or for worse, seem to see 
and hear me. 
  
Son of David, do not – please – 
leave me sitting begging here; 
  
I will cry, and I will beg; 
there is nothing else for me. 



Terza Rima: Anxiety                 January 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 
My body's tingles and its numbness say 
That what I've hoped is always proven false, 
That this will be like any other day. 
For when I cannot slow my frantic pulse 
And all my body's signals shout the same, 
Then my remembered yesterdays convulse, 
Their story as familiar as my name: 
That way that all my best attempts to rise 
Prove themselves misguided or else vain. 
The only voice that tells me otherwise 
Whispers words that I can scarcely hear 
Above these loud and self-fulfilling cries. 
It will not shout, and yet it sounds quite clear. 
Stop, other voices. Turn your fearful ear... 



Sacrifice                December 2012 
_____________________________________________________ 
On the day I had nothing 
but the debris of battles  
and the shaking of flight 
from invisible foes, 
I gave You my bundle 
of emptied-out clothing, 
the armour of days  
lived in hiding from wars. 
I sat with my blankness 
in fear of where movement 
would take me, my stasis 
the answer to grief; 
and You with Your fingers 
of grace like a whisper 
held my dull shaking 
and let me stay here; 
and so in the absence 
of battles to fight, 
I turned my gnarled hands 
to fold in with praise, 
the numbness of knuckles 
and palms weak from quaking 
the best offering that 
my soul had to give. 



Ballade               November 2012 
_____________________________________________________ 
Some days the silence of your hands 
Causes all my hopes to churn - 
All my unspoken, cherished plans, 
The futile things for which I yearn - 
And in each winding, spiral turn, 
My doubts deny signs of relief; 
They laugh at hope and patience spurn. 
Help my mocking unbelief. 
Some days the silence of your plans - 
The end-point of this long sojourn, 
The reasons for all "buts" and "ands" - 
Enrages me, when all I've learned 
Gives me no wisdom to discern 
The light from fog, the hope from grief. 
As anguish and mute anger burn, 
Help my shouting unbelief. 
And some todays, although I scan 
Your works for something to affirm 
The nagging hope that all might pan 
Out for good, despite wrong turns, 
I still long to dictate my terms 
And rot my faith from underneath. 
When cold despair is all I've earned, 
Help my numbing unbelief. 
And when your grace bids me return, 
Before your throne to beg reprieve, 
My hip-bone broken, pride upturned, 
Help my frail unbelief. 



Arms (II)               November 2012 
_____________________________________________________ 
When every force of hell drags with its hooks 
And all the voices lie and shout and scream 
That all is lost and all has died; 
When knees buckle under the strain 
And the motion of praying is not prayer at all, 
Only the dull screams of something on fire; 
When the words that we mouth are not words 
And the hope that we clutch at is scarcely hope, 
Just the frail refuge of the truly lost: 
Hold me. Your arms are too vast for me to see, 
Too gentle for me to feel; hold me, 
In your imperceptible arms, firm through all my wildest fears. 
And when the earth has died and gone, 
May I then be found somehow, 
Impossibly safe in all that You Are. 
Hold me. 




The Lowly and the Proud              February 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 
The LORD makes poor and makes rich; 
 he brings low, he also exalts. 
He raises up the poor from the dust; 
 he lifts the needy from the ash heap, 
to make them sit with princes 
 and inherit a seat of honor. 
 (1 Samuel 2:7-8a) 
Lord, I am poor 
Yet proud; my heart implores 
To know Your rich stores 
Of grace heaped onto my pride. 
Your grace like rain, it pours 
And pours 
And quenches my insides - 
The fires that rage and scores 
Of wars 
Within me - yet I hide 
The truth before 
Your sight. Do You restore 
What's not humbled? Do You chide? 
Lord, I am poor 
Yet proud; my heart implores 
To know Your rich stores 
Of grace. Heap it on my pride. 



Justification          October 2012 
_____________________________________________________ 

My case is null and void. 
I have nothing to say. 
At best I have my weak excuses, 
At worst I have my lies. 
And all the words against me lie 
Pinned up to the church's wall; 
Every word the satan breaths 
Says of me what is true: 
That there is not in this world 
Gold enough for me to pay 
Or ink-pots full enough to blot 
The copy book and let me go; 
No years, decades, millennia 
Of purgatory can make me clean; 
The sins that pierce my ears at night - 
They know the depths of me. 
Yet in the book of life I see 
This entry made beside my name: 
That all the righteousness of God 
Has been ascribed somehow to me; 
And all the debts, the judgments passed, 
Have been transcribed beside the name 
Of Jesus Christ, the perfect one, 
My shame transferred to Him. 
My case is null and void, and yet 
His blood blots out the copy book 
Where all my lies, excuses and 
Deeds of death stand rendered clean. 



Untitled Poem               December 2012 
_____________________________________________________ 

If my insides are filled 
from dawn until dusk 
and on through the night 
with light and with truth, 
then the rot of the day 
cannot eat up 
the light held inside; 
it cannot consume. 
Yet each day I find 
this battle before me, 
the war against all 
that attacks from without 
and struggle to give 
light from within 
and let it shine out 
to the dark, dank surounds. 
And so, in the storm 
and dust clouds today, 
with my head full of pits 
and my soul dragged down low, 
I open my mouth 
to speak out the truth. 
Let it shout over nagging 
demons and ghouls. 
Let the truth settle dust clouds; 
let the light cut bright through 
the darkness that threatens; 
let it shine straight to You. 



Wind                  July 2012 
_____________________________________________________ 
I came to the garden and sat for a while 
to look on the flowers and smell the fresh soil; 
  
the air of my contemplation was still 
and the blossoms and petals were silent. 
  
The day was pregnant from seeds of toil 
and the earth ready-made for the farmers to till, 
  
sending in momentary gusts its rich scent, 
the fragrance of birth and growth for new days; 
  
but there in my mind a vine, wildly coiled, 
contracted in blankness with nothing to say, 
  
and so there I sat, and sat, to unbend 
my coiled-up heart to curl to a smile. 
  
The skyline was flat but out in the fields 
the prince of love shaped a smile from the soil; 
  
and I, in my blankness, stopped there to wait 
and threw down my toiling to watch him ascend 
  
the hills beyond eyesight – a sight vast and royal – 
and caught my dead striving, caught in his wind. 



Evensong                   January 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 

The weary day sits under its tree 
and with it lies my bundle of fears 
and failings and disappointments, 
maps for hills I could not climb, 
plans for wars I could not fight, 
compasses wrecked with misdirection, 
and here with this old weary day 
I sit, my head in my two hands 
and knees almost but not quite kneeling, 
and sore I hold to You my hope, 
my scarcely hope of elsewhere days, 
the hope of dawn's renewing rays, 
and rest beneath Your tree. 



Invocation                     September 2011 
_____________________________________________________ 

Across mountaintops thick with the wilderness of storms, 
I have called You, I have called You, 
To reach down Your hand, 
To heal the dead branches blown in the wind, 
To hold firm and bind the saplings caught up in its blast. 
I have called from the midnight on till the dawn. 
Come please, Lord Jesus, come where we fall 
For weakness and fear and lack of You here. 
Come when the clouds seem to block out Your shine. 
Hear, Lord, our cry - our sick, muted cry. 
Come, Lord, we need You. 
Come or we die. 



Untitled Poem                  January 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 

Though I disguise myself in layers of self, 
though I cannot see the truth for all of me, 
the hope lies in an outside truth, 
a moment of eternity captured in a tomb; 
then the bursting out of what was always 
far beyond my comprehension - 
life where I had only death, 
my true self bought with another's triumph, 
the layers of death's proud entanglements 
thrown off like rags when the truth is revealed. 



Spenserian Sonnet No. 4: Exhaustion            February 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 

The week slowly digging its stubborn heels 
Into the soil of all our Fridays 
And wet dirt clinging to the spinning wheels 
Of bright tomorrow's plans and eager ways, 
All things slow down as memory replays 
How yesterday our eagerness turned cold 
(And last year too was full of yesterdays 
Which ended with those endings that we've told). 
It does not pay, they say, to be too bold 
Or spark yourself alight with fiery zeal. 
Yet some there are who smile, being old, 
And hold still tight to what our failures steal: 
The knowledge that tomorrow, sure as sun, 
Brings stories fresh and yet to be begun. 



Quatrina: New Lands               February 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 

We haven't learnt this path before; 
It challenges with every step, 
With all its new ways and its hopes 
That sound like tongues to our old ears. 
We haven't learnt to bypass tears 
Nor learnt to be calm on these slopes. 
We must give up these fears we've kept 
If we hope to hope for more. 
Our neurons know the ancient score, 
The pathways they have learnt and leapt, 
And though the spirit vainly gropes, 
It knows the well-worn tale of years. 
But there is time to rewrite fears 
And teach our stories other tropes. 
There is truth in dreams we've wept 
And longings trapped in silent stores, 
For there's new land on other shores 
And promises more pure than tears. 



Vindication (II)                  January 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 

"No weapon forged against you will prevail, 
 and you will refute every tongue that accuses you. 
This is the heritage of the servants of the LORD, 
 and this is their vindication from me," 
   declares the LORD. 
   (Isaiah 54:17) 
Somehow 
this hope cuts through it all: 
the fears I have harboured in the dark, 
the jury's decisions, 
my own accusations, 
the evidence I have brought against me. 
And though my heart is faint 
and I still hear the clanging bell; 
though I am more accustomed to shame 
than I am to walking in light - 
Your soft-as-wind whisper 
sings in my ear: 
No weapon - 
not the fiercest dagger, 
nor the sharpest arrow, 
no decisive bomb, 
no astute missile - 
no weapon will prosper against me. 
No tongue - 
no whisper, no snarl, 
no loud accusation, 
no banging on the judge's desk, 
no word from me against myself - 
no tongue will have the final word 
except for this: 
my vindication, 
safe on high, kept with my Lord, 



the final word against all words, 
the final truth to trump all truths, 
the final sword to smash all swords - 
that I am His beloved. 
This, then, is my heritage 
which none can take away. 



I am a new creation                 January 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 

I am a new creation, born 
of blood and tears and pain, 
born upon a hill of bones 
and nurtured on a tree. 
I am a child of the king, 
born a cripple, made a prince: 
the beggar picking children's crumbs 
and made an heir with them. 
I am the shining of His face 
for when He shines on me 
my nothingness becomes His home 
and He my bright new day. 
I am a new creation, born 
of blood and tears and pain. 
His are the tears, His is the pain; 
His blood sings in my place. 
  



Gratis                 February 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 

Caught out again, 
The senselessness surprising always: 
That way your arms have now of reaching 
And how your smile beckons; 
And me with my hands still dirty, 
Clothes dishevelled, face not there, 
Turning now aside from you 
Towards the corner, somehow proud. 
(It always seems the place for me 
And has my footprints there and back, 
Yet you reach deep inside my crawling 
With fingertips that know.) 
Senseless and surprising with your 
Periscopic, plumbing gaze 
And eyes that touch in silent hoping, 
Fingers like your perfect scars; 
The offer of your warmest shoulders 
And these reserves of purest grace: 
Deep and deep the wounds that feed it, 
Free and flowing beyond belief. 



Blessed                 February 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 

How can it be - 
The motions of my heart deny it; 
The story I see behind me, 
The imprints of my feet in the soil 
Declare that it's not so. 
Yet my eyes make my other senses fools; 
Fruit grows where I had only death, 
Flowers burst from the driest ground, 
Trees flourish where there was no water - 
How can it be? 
How can it be that I should gain - 
The ledger says that all is lost, 
That debts like mine cannot be paid, 
And every day that I have lived 
Has shown this to be true. 
Yet my spirit sings another song; 
The poor in spirit sing with me. 
For blessed are the weakest and 
Loudest sing those who have mourned. 
In every unexpected joy - 
My God, how can it be? 



Meditation                   January 2013 
_____________________________________________________ 

Firm still when I least feel you 
Wise still when I least know you 
Unchanged when I am changing 
Constant when I am fickle 
The light inside my shadow 
The rain in my cracked soil 
Fulfillment of all promises 
My Yes and my Amen 
My tower when I am underground 
My fortress when I am besieged 
The sun that breaks my tunnel sight 
The hope that dazzles fear 
My arms, my strength, my righteousness 
The firm path for my feet 
My all when I am nothing 
My root, my earth, my fill


