
POETICS/NOETICS

TO THE SOULS OF ALL THOSE
WHO DRINK OF IT

By Michael Hicks

Bread and water entangle the mind in the
narratives of Christ, awakening it to the cause of

prisoners and the poor of all the earth.

Thou, O water, dwellest in the interior of
all things like a witness. O water, thou

knowest what mortals do not comprehend.
--Indian mantra

WHEN I WAS six, growing up in the
Baptist church, I began to look forward to the
first Sunday of the month--communion day.
On that day the grey-headed deacons of the
church would pass two trays down each long
bench of worshippers. One tray had "the
bread"--pellets of dried dough, really--and
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the other had "the cup," a rack full of tiny
shot glasses with a swallow of grape juice in
each. That juice was the "wine," which the
pastor blessed and which we drank in
remembrance of the blood of Christ. It was
also the reason I anticipated communion
day: that was the only time I ever had grape
juice as a child, because it was too expensive
for us to drink at home. That swallow of juice
once a month was as near sacred as anything
I could think of.

The first time I visited a Mormon church I
was glad to hear that they served commu-
nion-they called it "the sacrament"--twice
every Sunday (in Sunday School and "sacra-
ment meeting"). Children passed it and they

used real bread to boot. But I was disap-
pointed when, for the blood of Christ, they
served little paper cups of tap water. It
breached my upbringing somehow to have
something so clear and common stand for
something so red and uncommon. (The only
case I knew of water being transformed to
blood was in the plagues of Egypt.) I asked
my Mormon friends about it and they ex-
plained: they used water because a heavenly
messenger once stopped Joseph Smith on the
road and told him not to buy wine from
non-Mormons, because it might be tainted.
"For behold," the messenger said, "I say unto
you, that it mattereth not what ye shall eat or
what ye shall drink when ye partake of the
sacrament, if... ye do it with an eye single to
my glory" (D&C 27:2). So water was as good
as the fruit of the vine--to God’s mouth,
anyway.

I accepted this, that in some deep legalistic
sense the working of the sacrament depends
more on what is in the heart than in the cup.
Yet in another sense (that of the senses) it does
matter what I eat and drink in remembrance
of him. I am a Mormon now, but I never have
accepted my friends’ notion that the change
from wine to water is trivial. Rather, I wonder
how, having begun His ministry by the mira-
cle of turning water into wine, He now
ministers to me by that miracle in reverse.

I certainly knew what bread and water
meant when I was six. Punishment. At least,
whenever an outlaw on television went to jail,
the sentence was "bread and water." This was
a biblical sentence, I learned later; King Ahab
incarcerated Micaiah, giving him only "bread
of affliction and water of affliction" (I Kings
22:27). God, in turn, likened this to his own
chastisement, which consisted of "the bread
of adversity and the water of affliction" (Isaiah
30:20). So now, when I take the sacrament, I
cannot help but think of Christ’s imprison-
ment, of the Innocent One sentenced to bread
and water for me. And I also think of the
prisoners, both innocent and guilty, in every
cell of every country, whom Christ commands
us to visit--in his memory, at least, if not in
memory of our own human penchant for
criminality Taking the sacrament, we visit
him in prison; ingesting bread and water we
confess our own need of chastening.

After reading Northrop Frye’s The Great
Code ten years ago I began to see bread and
water linked together everywhere in the
scriptures. The Book of John, particularly,
began to arrange itself in cycles of bread to
water and back again; the sixth chapter moves
from the sea to the loaves to the "bread of life"
discourse and then, in chapter seven, Jesus
cries out, "If any man thirst, let him come
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unto me and drink"--drink his blood, he
says, but blood that turns to water: "He that
believeth on me, as the scripture hath said,
out of his belly shall flow rivers of living
water" (John 7:37-38). All of which echoes
earlier cycles in John: turning the water to
wine, being born of water and the spirit, and
then, Jesus’ offer of "living water" to the
woman at the well.

I think I know why John’s book oscillates
between images of bread and water and not
bread and wine. Wine is precious, the drink
of feasts, of wealth, of levity and excess. Water
is a commonplace, a triviality-~except in the
desert, where John was. At the core of all life,
water’s commonness only bespeaks its indis-
pensability Thus the psalmist cries out for
God as for water, which refreshes and sustains
the soul "in a dry and thirsty land, where no
water is" (Psalm 63:1, 42:1). In turn, God
promises the righteous a reward of bread and
water (Isaiah 33:16), which, he explains else-
where, signify his own word (Amos 8:11).

A day scarcely passes that I do not see
televised images of dust-caked faces with flies
around the eyes and, beneath them, the huge,
mocking bellies of starvation. These images
are only details from a vast, unimaginable
landscape of poverty, where human beings
crumple under indifferent climates and the
boots of self-obsessed generals. For these be-
ings, Christ’s gospel, his "good news" is
strictly reducible to bread and water, the em-
blems of remedy If bread and water are a
punishment to the rich man’s tongue, they are
a blessing to those who know only dry cups
and empty plates. Perhaps only those people
can really understand the testimony of water
of which the mantra, my epigraph, sings.

Now, at thirty-five, I can afford grape juice
whenever I like--which is often, since the
craving for it I developed on communion
days has never abated. But I have come to
terms with the sacrament. For me, it is not
really that, as the song says, "the bread and
water represent his sacrifice for sin." Rather,
the bread and water entangle the mind in the
narratives of Christ, awakening it to the cause
of prisoners and the poor of all the earth.
Now, in my imagination, as I take the sacra-
ment, water and blood flow together natur-
ally, as they did from Christ’s own side. The
angel was wrong: it does matter what you
drink. The water of the sacrament irrigates t_he
soul.                               ~

THE GOSPEL IN THE LATTER DAYS

A windowbox cramped
above meshed
blue-steel bands
of smog

(the homestead diminished
to a rented apartment
and a single cubic yard
of earth.)

a tomato vine
sprinkled with fruit--
green, red, ripening yellow--
twines outside a kitchen window;
its branches are heavily laden
and

a two-inch green caterpillar
clutches tenuously
a leaf
arching empty space.

One cubic yard of earth--
and an enemy.
Yet there will be a harvest still.

--MICHAEL R. COLLINGS

ICU WAITING ROOM

I wish you coronary-bypass waiting people
with your 80 or 90 percent chances
after a few days of worry would
turn off that damned TV because
we weeks-of-less-than-50/50 waiting people
have drama enough with each day’s
ups and downs of .02 on some test,
which is all they’ll say; they call it
doing a little better; not doing as well.
There’s nothing patient about it.
But they won’t say how it ends
or how long it takes; they can’t prepare you
for the wallpaper you learn to dread
and the machines and the texture of the chairs
and the smell of new despair
as the elevator doors slide open every day,
or the sounds, or the waiting, waiting,
with everything stretched and raw and exhausted,
waiting, and if, my patient, beloved,
if you’re going to die, or live,
well, then, get on with it.

--LISA BOLIN HAWKINS
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