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“‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.’…What good is it to us?...Not merely is this stranger 
on the whole not worthy of love, but, to be honest, I must confess he has more claim to my 
hostility, even my hatred…And there is a second commandment that seems to me even more 
incomprehensible, and arouses still stronger opposition in me. It is: ‘Love thine enemies’.” 
 
(Sigmund Freud, Civilisation and Its Discontents) 
 
 
“In the Old Testament there is the sixth commandment, ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ This does not 
mean simply that you are not to go around firing a gun all the time. It refers, rather, to the fact 
that, in the course of your life, in different ways, you kill someone. For example, when we sit 
down at the table in the morning and drink coffee, we kill an Ethiopian who doesn’t have any 
coffee. It is in this sense that the commandment must be understood. There is also the phrase 
‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour.’ It is expressed in several ways. There is also ‘Thou shalt love the 
stranger.’” 
 
(Emmanuel Lévinas, from a 1988 interview) 
 
 

“‘O look, look in the mirror, 
   O look in your distress: 
Life remains a blessing 
   Although you cannot bless. 

‘O stand, stand at the window 
   As the tears scald and start; 
You shall love your crooked neighbour 
   With your crooked heart.’” 

(W.H. Auden, “As I walked out one evening”) 

 
  



 
 

  



 
 

Preface 

A number of these poems come from my book Les Feuilles Mortes, the collection of poems that put 

together during COVID-19 isolation in Autumn 2020. The collection was formed with the 

combined purpose of finding words that could articulate the state that we were all in around the 

globe, and to help others find a language of collective lament and longing, while also aiming to 

raise money to support the work of TEAR Australia in combating the effects of COVID-19 on 

the world’s most vulnerable. 

As I brought together the poems for the collection, I found many of them touching on the ideas 

of neighbourhood and being a neighbour, a matter that gained particular poignancy during the 

season of isolation we were – and still largely are – in. When the book was finished, I found myself 

continuing to be drawn to this theme, and also rediscovered a number of older poems that 

explored the theme too. This smaller collection brings all those poems together in one place, and 

is designed to be a companion piece to the larger book, along with the short film And who is my 

neighbour? 

This collection is my gift to you. But if its words impact you, let me invite you to join me in asking 

the question of what it means for you, and for each of us, to be neighbours to the most vulnerable 

and alienated in our communities – all the more in a time of isolation. 

Grace and peace. 

Matthew Pullar 

June 2020 

 

  



 
 

  



 
 

And who is my neighbour? 

 
Love, sensing Self flex muscles, 
Circumvents the question, takes a detour 
Along a Jericho road, 
A thoroughfare often taken, seldom observed. 
 
Love stretches the story out, 
Beyond expectation, beyond our trust, 
Defeats its stock of righteous men, 
Then surprises with a foe. 
 
Love befriends the enemy, 
Gives face and heart to the hated one. 
Love helps us up the donkey’s back, 
Carries us safe, far from home. 
 
Love takes flexed muscles, unflexes them, 
Unwinds Self’s tautly wrought syntax. 
Wrong question, Love says. True question is: 
Whose neighbour am I?  

  



 
 

Resolution (A Love Supreme Part 2) 
 
…love to one’s neighbour is not to be sung about – it is to be fulfilled in reality. Even if there were nothing else to 
hinder the poet from artistically celebrating love to one’s neighbour in song, it is quite enough that with invisible 
letters behind every word in Holy Scripture a disturbing notice confronts him – for there it reads: go and do 
likewise. 
 
(Søren Kierkegaard, Works of Love) 
  
Faith is no good if, 
seeing yourself 
in a morning mirror, 
you walk into the day 
and forget your own face. 
  
Love is no good if, 
taking, not giving, 
you can say to your father 
whose all is your own, 
“Give me now what is mine.” 
  
And poetry is no good 
if you can walk to Jericho 
and leave the stranger 
lying, bleeding 
beside the bleeding road. 
  



 
 

Melbourne CBD, Tuesday Morning 
 

Never here normally – not at this time, 
when people whose lives have rhythms different to mine 
disembark into days of meetings, close shaves 
and private experiences in close-huddled streets. 
 
Never here normally. 
My day is suburban. My schedule’s the school bell. 
On other days I walk with books and lesson plans in hand; 
today the day is open. 
Yet before the city opens 
I’ll wander with these strangers 
through a city waking up, 
 
a thousand thoughts at traffic lights 
blinking slow while phones alert, 
and uniforms announce the trade 
of souls whose days are not like mine. 
Huddled in sleeping bags beneath the eaves; 
scarf-clad, suit-clad, hi-vis: all this 
says nothing more than glance can catch. 
 
Catch this: the passing self, 
the teenage dreams now thumbed to text, 
executives touch-typing stress, 
the arguments, the expectant dad, 
these other selves not normal here. 
What’s normal here? These souls whose days 
are not – are just like mine. 

  



 
 

Face-to-face (After Emmanuel Lévinas) 
 

My brother’s face is not my face; 
His eyes see things mine do not see, 
And when I try to take his place 
I’m stuck in his alterity. 
 
I do not know what he has known. 
I do not think his thoughts with him. 
His father is my father. Though 
He is not me, he is my kin. 
 
Each other face I daily see, 
Each gaze that pierces into pride, 
Each face is still a mystery, 
A space I cannot climb inside. 
 
And yet I must begin each day 
Before my brother's other face, 
And hear my unknown sister say, 
“Thou shalt not kill” with silent gaze. 
 
And I must stand before a One 
Who is not seen, with unseen face, 
And yet is like all-knowing Sun 
And stands in hated Stranger’s place. 

  



 
 

Deuteronomy 15 at the Leper’s House 
 
When, air still ringing with smashed alabaster, 
still fragrant with outpoured nard, they heard, 
The poor you will always have with you, they knew 
He meant it not to reduce, as though  
 
they had world enough and time for the poor 
but what would they do for him? No,  
he meant it to dig in the Judas heart 
and see what was lying in the pleas for the neighbour. 
 
Do you have the poor, he asked, always with you? 
Every chance on your doorstep to care each day, do you? 
And piety fled at the first chance to sell 
the truth for a quick fist of silver. 
 
I, truth be told, am the same. Alabaster 
rings in my ears with the echoes of waste. 
Love is frugal in my economy, yet  
I give the poor’s best friend away for a cheap, 
 
smutty grab of instant gain.  

  



 
 

  



 
 

Pursuance (A Love Supreme Part 3) 
 
Go and do likewise; 
what you have seen, 
now do, and do with joy, 
            and what 
you have heard once 
whispered 
            in your ear, 
proclaim it from the rooftops; 
                          now shout 
 
the truth that rings 
in your ears; proclaim 
in word and deed and 
            in the beat 
of your changed, now 
            pounding 
            heart, stone 
replaced with flesh and life 
                         instead 
 
of death. What deeds 
consumed your life 
in days before: now toss them 
            into 
the winds of yesterday; 
            follow 
            the man 
from Galilee whose steps now lead 
                         towards 
 
love’s Cross. Watch king 
throw off His crown, and take 
thorns upon His brow; 
            now see 
all vast eternity’s wisdom 
            contained 
            in Him; 
see His scars and learn; now go and do 
                          likewise. 

  



 
 

Hospitality 

Open my hands: 

You have opened Your hands; 

You had nails scar Your hands. 

      Open heart. 

Open my fists: 

You have unclenched Your fists; 

You have satisfied wrath. 

      Open hands. 

Open my heart: 

You have sword-pierced Your heart; 

You have loved with Your scars. 

Open fists, hands and heart: 

       Open, heart. 

  



 
 

Crooked Heart 

 

Fate succumbs 
many a species; one alone 
jeopardises itself. 
(W.H. Auden, “Marginalia”) 
 
1. 
Street congealed in traffic, 
I pause, sip long black and rest 
to ambient chatter in café. 
 
Music wafts love songs to Man 
and what singers know, I too concur: 
that all of this is somehow glorious – 
 
yet sullied; beautiful to blemished eyes: 
a rose which, pock-marked, 
attracts the trampling of eager feet. 
 
Love expressed in the rose; 
yet what expressed in the trampling? 
Feet powerful in the steps they tread? 
 
For now these surfaces must suffice; 
forget the oppositions 
or how short the long black lasts. 
 
You smoke; I should exercise; 
we all spend too long in cars 
and every heart needs the exertion of bowing. 
 
Today it rains; though it is spring, 
the air smells just like winter. 
Forget, forget. The street will pass you by. 
 
 
2. 
In the afternoon, he walks the dog. 
Things-to-do and e-mails blink; 
the stillness races. 
.    .    . 
Beside the library window, she sits, 
beanie-clad, smart phone in hand. 
In a world enclosed, she is unknown. 
.    .    . 
Books stay closed; computers flash. 
The world is coded and our souls 
do not know the code. 



 
 

.    .    . 
Who, then, are we? We who sit 
complacently before the street, 
eager to be remembered, eager to forget? 
.    .    . 
Home again, we smile, relieved: 
Your feet are clean, your steps may stop. 
The world has not touched you. 
 
3. 
You saw it all, the dive on fifty-second street your window. 
Freud probed the mind, you probed the heart 
and found dirt within your own. 
.    .    . 
This is how it always is. 
The soul 
has countries where no ships can go. 
.    .    . 
Confucius says: the surface matters. 
Surfaces sometimes absorb 
but the gloss always reflects. 
.    .    . 
Inconstant, we wander. 
There are landscapes in your eyes 
which I would long to see. 
.    .    . 
 
It did not surprise you: 
you saw brothers whose hearts were mirrors; 
They saw no other eyes. 
.    .    . 
What then? Does the young man lounge with pride? 
Does the sun reveal our splendour? 
No sun today; splendour then must hide. 
.    .    . 
The Devil’s soothing voice, 
contextualised, conceals the fact 
that he hates the lot of us. 
 
4. 
Pigeons coo because they can; 
the town-square is their friend. 
Where, stranger, is your home? 
.    .    . 
Civilisation stands where you left it: 
monuments to physics and 
and past’s worst indiscretions. 
.    .    . 
If goodness is forever, then 
perhaps you might explain the death 
of goodness in my mind. 



 
 

.    .    . 
Silence. Your footsteps deny the road. 
Pianos pirouette in time 
but your ears are a vacuum. 
.    .    . 
Statistics lie; 
the Devil is a determinist 
but Christ hung on a tree. 
.    .    . 
Although His Image, I betray 
the breath in me. 
Forgive, forgive. Wrath, pass me by. 
.    .    . 
The law is hidden in the gaze 
which says, Thou shalt not kill. 
I will arise and see. 

  



 
 

  



 
 

Like You 
 
The one beside you in the field, 
      who labours with hands just like yours, 
with soul and breath, desires like yours, 
     the one who eats like you – 
 
the one who, born beneath the same 
     sun and stars – he too requires 
the truth which holds you in its stead 
     and says what is and how. 
 
The one who has a wife like you, 
     husband, children, dreams like you, 
the one who sweats and sleeps like you 
     and eats bread like you eat – 
 
the one who opens hopeful palms, 
     expectant of his daily bread – 
must love and must be loved like you; 
     his heart beats much like yours. 
 
These yearly, daily, hourly gifts 
     of rain on just, unjust alike 
cut through your skin-deep, fence-post heart 
     to veins that bleed like yours. 



 
 

Psalm (A Love Supreme Part 4) 

God, my love is vapour, 
my heart’s dust.  

I pass and fade like dew, 
like day;  

        I tremble like the dawn.  
 
God, my all is empty,  

I have no  
grace to give my neighbour or  

give You.  
        So be my everything –  

 
be constant when I fade,  

constant in  
my nothingness, my sapping  

strength, my  
        faithless, lovelessness.  

  



 
 

Nazarene 

We can only silence the guns of hatred with the guns of love. 
(Nigerian church leader, quoted in Open Doors prayer letter) 

 
I am broken in my love: 

I cry, I steal, 
I hurt, I hate. 

My heart has guns which fire and kill 
and I am daily killed. 

  
I do not understand my friend; 

my neighbour dies, 
I pass him by. 

I do not walk across my street 
or see you in your home. 

  
The scarf around your head sparks fear; 

my crucifix 
is shame to you. 

The Nazarene upon the cross 
lives not like I have lived. 

  
All exiles, while the Garden grows 

far from our homes, 
we never meet 

or open hands to shake, to greet 
and give as we’ve received. 

  
Yet love transformed by crown of thorns 

has power to 
unload these guns. 

Such love has wounds to mend the rift 
and make us many One. 

  
O I am broken in my love. 

I cry, I steal, 
I hurt, I hate. 

 
O Jesus, Nazarene, come heal; 

come open doors and sing. 

 

 

 
  



 
 

Proximity 

 

In the car turning left  
when you are turning right, 
 
at the crossing, in the street, 
hidden in daylight, 
 
weaving fabric you will wear, 
plucking seeds you will eat, 
 
moved by rhythms of the sun, 
and the moon, and their repeat, 
 
face in sight, or faced away, 
climbing fences, building walls, 
 
brother to another, 
enemy of all, 
 
in a boat arriving, 
in a courtroom, turning back, 
 
in a life of matter, 
in a life of lack, 
 
welcoming, departing, 
leper, stranger, friend, 
 
obligation looming, 
blind eye turned again. 
  



 
 

  



 
 

I have not loved 

I confess 
that in the space  

between intention and act 
  I have looked  

myself in the mirror, then 
  forgotten my own face. 
 
I confess 
that like priests 
 and Levites on the Jericho Road 
  I have passed 
   my neighbour half dead 
  and not missed a beat. 
 
I confess 
that in the face 
 of my unknown neighbour 
  I have spat  
   with presumption and spite 
  and negated grace. 

  



 
 

Intimacy: After Messiaen’s “Le Baiser de l’enfant-Jesus” 
 
He comes near, able to touch, to be touched, 
and be wounded, to kiss and to be kissed: 
the grateful kiss, the sleepy child dismiss- 
ing himself to sleep; the mother’s kiss, a smudge 
on freshly-bathed cheek; the plotter’s grudge 
expressed in the curl of doubled lips, 
the final, false farewell, the fatal tryst. 
He comes to feel the touch of friend and judge. 
He comes to raise His hand to touch the world, 
to put together Jacob’s broken hip, 
to be the salve on Adam’s missing rib, 
to gather in His family, unfurled, 
and show that God’s love isn’t scared to feel 
the pain of touch to make all new, to heal. 

  



 
 

Commandment 
 
So, when order is perfect – 
when what’s mine is not mine but 
a loan, a trust, 
when all’s laid out by hands that know, 
each portion wisely portioned, each 
gift a chance to give – 
  
then we will not look, haughty, 
across our neighbour’s fence, nor 
desire, require 
what has not been placed in our hands. 
Outstretched arms must come with open palms, 
open eyes to see 
  
not boundary, not deprivation, 
but the plenty which grows in 
fields, in furrows 
which, ordered, know the times, the ways, 
upturned mouths expectant of 
each daily gift of grace. 

  



 
 

Late Night Bread 
 
Kneading 
after the kids are asleep 
and the day’s tidy-up’s done, 
 
kneading 
unresolved jobs and 
disappointment into 
positive dispersal of yeast through 
dough, 
 
kneading prayer, 
kneading thought 
of friend in need, kneading 
the loss 
of this or that hope, 
kneading hope. 
 
And pounding, 
pounding heaven’s door like a breadboard, 
pounding grace into slack 
and crumbling day, 
pounding the gate 
of coming kingdom, 
pounding the weight of the season, 
the wait of the harvest, 
the slowness of leaven, 
the tarrying rise. 
 
And waiting. 
Dough sits before the heater. 
The day’s done, and morning 
will show what will rise, 
what still waits. 

  



 
 

  



 
 

 


