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What	the	Living	Do	(Luke	17.	20-21)	
©	Sarah	Bachelard	

What	the	Living	Do	
	
Johnny,	the	kitchen	sink	has	been	clogged	for	days,		

some	utensil	probably	fell	down	there.	
And	the	Drano	won’t	work	but	smells	dangerous,	and		

the	crusty	dishes	have	piled	up	
	

waiting	for	the	plumber	I	still	haven’t	called.	This	is		
the	everyday	we	spoke	of.	

It’s	winter	again:	the	sky’s	a	deep,	headstrong	blue,	and		
the	sunlight	pours	through	

	

the	open	living-room	windows	because	the	heat’s	on	too		
high	in	here	and	I	can’t	turn	it	off.	

For	weeks	now,	driving,	or	dropping	a	bag	of	groceries		
in	the	street,	the	bag	breaking,	

	

I’ve	been	thinking:	This	is	what	the	living	do.	And		
yesterday,	hurrying	along	those	

wobbly	bricks	in	the	Cambridge	sidewalk,	spilling	my		
coffee	down	my	wrist	and	sleeve,	

	

I	thought	it	again,	and	again	later,	when	buying	a		
hairbrush:	This	is	it.	

Parking.	Slamming	the	car	door	shut	in	the	cold.	What		
you	called	that	yearning.	

	

What	you	finally	gave	up.	We	want	the	spring	to	come		
and	the	winter	to	pass.	We	want	

whoever	to	call	or	not	call,	a	letter,	a	kiss—we	want		
more	and	more	and	then	more	of	it.	

	

But	there	are	moments,	walking,	when	I	catch	a		
glimpse	of	myself	in	the	window	glass,	

say,	the	window	of	the	corner	video	store,	and	I'm		
gripped	by	a	cherishing	so	deep	

	

for	my	own	blowing	hair,	chapped	face,	and	unbuttoned		
coat	that	I’m	speechless:	

	

I	am	living.	I	remember	you.	
	
	

Marie	Howe	
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In	1989,	Marie	Howe’s	brother	John	died	of	an	AIDS-related	illness.	In	1998,	she	

published	a	collection	of	poems	dedicated	to	him.	The	collection	was	called	What	the	

Living	Do.	The	title	poem,	which	we’ve	just	heard,	is	addressed	to	him.	‘Johnny,	the	

kitchen	sink	has	been	clogged	for	days,	some	utensil	probably	fell	down	there’.1	

‘What	the	Living	Do’	has	been	described	as	‘a	haunting	lament	for	her	brother’	but	

this,	to	say	the	least,	is	an	unconventional	beginning.	In	fact,	the	first	few	lines	of	this	

poem	sound	more	like	a	lament	for	the	untogetherness	of	Howe’s	own	life	than	an	

elegy	for	Johnny.		

The	sink	is	clogged,	‘the	Drano	won’t	work	but	smells	dangerous,	and	the	crusty	

dishes	have	piled	up	waiting	for	the	plumber	I	still	haven’t	called’.	And	don’t	you	

know	that	sense	of	feeling	overwhelmed,	even	defeated	at	times,	by	the	

practicalities	of	your	life?	Things	have	stopped	working	but	you’re	so	tired	or	busy	or	

sad	that	you	just	can’t	muster	the	energy	to	deal	with	them,	or	even	to	call	someone	

else	to	deal	with	them.	A	sense	of	squalor	begins	to	set	in,	and	then	something	else	

goes	wrong.	It’s	winter	and	cold	but	the	living	room	windows	must	stay	wide	open	

while	the	outside	air	pours	in	from	a	‘headstrong’	deep	blue	sky	‘because	the	heat’s	

on	too	high	in	here,	and	I	can’t	turn	it	off’.	It	sounds	as	though	Howe	is	in	danger,	at	

this	point,	of	sinking	under	the	weight	of	her	own	incompetence	and	the	

dysfunctions	of	her	daily	life.		

But	then	subtly	the	energy	of	this	poem	changes.	The	dysfunctions	continue	to	

pile	up;	she	writes	of	‘dropping	a	bag	of	groceries	in	the	street,	the	bag	breaking’,	of	

‘hurrying	along	those	wobbly	bricks	in	the	Cambridge	sidewalk,	spilling	my	coffee	

down	my	wrist	and	sleeve’.	Yet	rather	than	these	being	narrated	as	defeats,	

symptoms	of	everything	going	wrong,	the	poet	renders	these	happenings	as	the	

substance	of	life	itself,	‘the	everyday	we	spoke	of’.	‘For	weeks	now	…	I’ve	been	

thinking:	This	is	what	the	living	do	…	This	is	it’.	Buying	a	hairbrush.	Parking.	Slamming	

the	car	door	shut	in	the	cold.	Dropping	your	grocery	bag.	Pouring	coffee	down	your	

sleeve.	This	is	it.	

																																																								
1	Marie	Howe,	‘What	the	Living	Do’,	from	What	the	Living	Do	(New	York:	W.W.	Norton	&	Co,	1998).	
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In	another	poem	from	this	collection,	called	‘The	Gate’,	Howe	writes	of	a	

conversation	with	her	brother.	She	tells	how	he	died	aged	only	28,	‘having	folded	

every	sheet,	rinsed	every	glass	he	would	ever	rinse	under	the	cold	and	running	

water’.	

	

‘This	is	what	you	have	been	waiting	for,	he	used	to	say	to	me.		
And	I’d	say,	What?		
	

And	he’d	say,	This—holding	up	my	cheese	and	mustard	sandwich.		
And	I’d	say,	What?		
	

And	he’d	say,	This,	sort	of	looking	around’.	
	
This	is	it.	It’s	what	we’ve	been	waiting	for.	Most	of	us,	of	course,	struggle	to	be	

satisfied	with	‘this’.	We	experience	what	Johnny	called	‘that	yearning’,	the	sense	that	

there	is	something	more	just	around	the	corner,	something	we’re	waiting	or	hoping	

for,	some	different	set	of	conditions	in	which	we	will	live	a	different	and	better	life.	

This	too	is	what	the	living	do.	‘We	want	the	spring	to	come	and	the	winter	to	pass’,	

Howe	writes.	‘We	want	whoever	to	call	or	not	call,	a	letter,	a	kiss	–	we	want	more	

and	more	and	then	more	of	it’.	Yet	there	comes	a	point	when,	finally,	we	must	give	

up	that	yearning;	we	must	be	willing	to	cherish	the	only	life	we	have.	This	is	what	

Johnny	taught	his	sister	in	his	dying,	enabling	her	to	recognise	the	wonder	of	her	life	

in	all	its	imperfection	and	unresolvedness.	And	now,	she	says,	there	are	‘moments,	

walking,	when	I	catch	a	glimpse	of	myself	in	the	window	glass’,	just	an	ordinary	shop	

window	–	‘say,	the	window	of	the	corner	video	store’	–	nothing	glamorous	or	

flattering,	‘and	I’m	gripped	by	a	cherishing	so	deep	for	my	own	blowing	hair,	

chapped	face,	and	unbuttoned	coat	that	I’m	speechless’.	This	glimpse	of	herself,	just	

as	she	is,	ageing,	mortal,	grieving	and	yet	alive	in	the	world,	strikes	her	as	a	miracle	

and	evokes	profound	gratitude.	‘I	am	living’.		

This	beautiful	and	tender	poem	seems	to	reflect	an	oft	repeated	wisdom.	

There’s	no	point	hankering	after	a	future	that	may	never	come.	This	present	moment	

is	all	we	have.	This	is	it	and	the	great	task	of	the	spiritual	life	is	to	embrace	the	life	we	
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actually	have,	warts	and	all,	and	to	discover	heaven	in	ordinary.	There’s	something	

deeply	true	here	–	we	feel	it	in	the	poem	itself.	And	it	seems,	at	first	glance,	to	be	

what	Jesus	is	saying	to	the	Pharisees	when	he	warns	them	not	to	look	for	the	

kingdom	of	God	coming	with	things	that	can	be	observed	or	pointed	to,	from	far	

away	and	over	there.	‘For,	in	fact’,	he	says,	‘the	kingdom	of	God	is	among	you;	the	

kingdom	of	God	is	in	your	midst’.		

And	yet,	it	seems	to	me	there’s	a	danger	in	some	contexts	of	a	cheap	or	too	

glib	appeal	to	the	transforming	power	of	this	present	moment.	‘Much	has	been	said	

about	being	in	the	present’,	writes	another	American	poet,	Billy	Collins.	‘It’s	the	place	

to	be,	according	to	the	gurus,	like	the	latest	club	on	the	downtown	scene	…’.2	Collins	

acerbic	comment	alerts	us	to	a	possible	problem	with	some	contemporary	spiritual	

discourse.	In	this	context,	I	think,	it’s	worth	noting	that	immediately	after	Jesus	

speaks	of	God’s	kingdom	being	here	among	us,	he	goes	on	to	talk	about	the	future	

coming	of	‘the	days	of	the	Son	of	Man’.	Remember	also	that	when	he	teaches	his	

disciples	to	pray	it’s	with	a	sense	that	the	reign	of	God	is	not	yet	realised	here	and	

now.	They	are	to	petition	God	that	‘your	kingdom	come,	your	will	be	done,	on	earth	

as	in	heaven’.	In	the	New	Testament,	the	world	as	it	currently	is,	is	never	simply	

identified	with	the	fulfilment	of	creation	or	of	time.	Jesus	began	his	ministry	by	

proclaiming	that	in	him	‘the	kingdom	of	God	has	come	near’.	Likewise,	in	today’s	

passage,	when	he	says	‘the	kingdom	of	God	is	in	your	midst’,	he’s	referring	(or	so	I	

suggest)	to	himself,	to	his	presence	and	act.	He’s	not	making	some	generic	claim	

about	the	sanctity	of	the	present	moment	per	se.		

I	think	what’s	dangerous	about	some	contemporary	exhortations	to	be	simply	

present,	as	if	that’s	automatically	holy,	is	that	it	can	encourage	an	unmooring	from	

past	and	future,	and	so	a	kind	of	unreality.	It	can	lead	to	the	attempted	repression	of	

memory,	as	if	the	past	could	be	cut	off	or	left	behind	without	being	healed;	it	can	

encourage	an	uncritical	relationship	to	the	status	quo,	as	if	we	have	no	responsibility	

for	transforming	the	future.	The	appeal	to	being	in	the	present,	in	other	words,	can	

																																																								
2	Billy	Collins,	‘The	Present’	from	The	Rain	in	Portugal:	Poems	(New	York:	Random	House,	2016).	
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become	a	form	of	spiritual	bypassing.	It	can	lack	the	prophetic	dimension	that	is	

intrinsic,	on	the	bible’s	understanding,	to	right	worship	and	true	humanity.	And	yet,	

having	said	this,	there’s	also	a	danger	–	which	many	of	us	know	from	experience	–	

that	the	bible’s	orientation	to	a	longed	for	and	promised	future	leads	us	to	miss	or	

devalue	the	here	and	now.	We’re	so	busy	trying	to	reform	and	redeem	the	world	and	

ourselves,	so	yearning	for	some	endlessly	deferred	perfection	or	heaven,	that	we	fail	

to	recognise	the	God	who	is	indeed	among	us	and	celebrate	the	life	we’re	given.	

So	how	do	we	navigate	this	tension?	How	do	we	truly	live?	I	think	perhaps	the	

key	has	to	do	with	discovering	the	deeper	meaning	of	presence	and	our	access	to	it.	

In	the	poem,	Marie	Howe	does	not	come	to	recognise	the	miracle	of	her	aliveness	

and	love	the	messy	whole	of	it,	by	shutting	down	the	memory	of	her	brother	or	

cutting	off	her	grief.	Indeed	she	says,	‘I	remember	you’.	In	her	poem	‘The	Gate’,	she	

writes,	‘I	had	no	idea	that	the	gate	I	would	step	through	to	finally	enter	this	world	

would	be	the	space	my	brother’s	body	made’.	These	lines	speak	powerfully	of	the	

desolation	of	loss,	but	they	also	express	her	willingness	to	bear	with	and	enter	that	

empty	space.	It’s	in	this	process,	like	the	women	at	the	Cross	who	undergo	the	

desolation	of	Jesus’	death	and	encounter	the	empty	space	where	his	body	was,	that	

Howe	comes	to	inhabit	a	different,	profoundly	expanded	reality.	Like	the	women	at	

the	Cross,	she	discovers	a	new	fullness	or	density	of	presence,	not	by	numbing	or	

forgetting	the	past,	but	through	an	active	and	cruciform	embrace	of	her	pain	that	

somehow	both	redeems	it	and	makes	available	a	different	future,	a	transfigured	

vision	of	the	ordinary	and	a	new	freedom	to	be.	

Real	presence,	then,	isn’t	bypassing.	It’s	an	undergoing	which	leads	to	fullness	

of	life,	the	resurrection	of	the	dead,	the	reconciliation	of	all	things.	We	know	it	as	a	

transfiguring	mercy,	a	cherishing.	The	practice	of	real	presence	is	thus	itself	a	

prophetic	act;	it	illuminates	and	renews	the	world.	This	is	the	reality,	the	possibility	

for	being,	that	Jesus	comes	to	make	known	to	us;	it	is	the	kingdom	of	God	in	our	

midst.	

	


