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"In the Bell Yard" by James Matthew Boyleston 
 
Below the low hang of live oak and palmetto,
among gravestones grown green with envy of the living,
among the three Wade Hamptons wound in wrought iron,
I sit in the shade of Henry Timrod and listen
to the slow, long ringing of the bells.
 
These words will rub off our minds
like epitaphs exposed to salt and wind.
An ode, a state hymn, all of this I know,
ride on a tide of melody and ceremony.
 
Before the evensong, in a slanting sun,
what in time is more than words or names?
What will last beyond the grave and gravestone,
survive divorce, names split like granite,
survive our need to sign ourselves in stone?
What things in this world are blessed
without the sweat of permanence?

What is left of the Christian?
The decay of a fertile grave,
a cathedral filled with air,
the transubstantiation which is passed,
the consubstantiation which cannot feed us,
 
or the echo of a day at the Battery in 1867
in the mind of an old man who’s father’s father was there
at the dedication to the Confederate dead,
who took in the same salt-and-sweat air that Timrod breathed?
 
At what point do we begin to say without saying:
enough – this house to house religion is a museum,
 
a reliquary of a faith drowned in the swamps of nouns and verbs,
inarticulate, confined, ephemeral, ignoble?
 
Even the Hamptons have turned to stone
and Henry Timrod, Confederate, Episcopal, is voiceless.
 
What options have we left ourselves?
Who would script a mass for the end of time?
 
And in the echo in the bell yard,
fingers running the rivulets of the gravestones –
 
Of ourselves we make cathedrals.
Not from our words
as Wordsworth wanted;
but from here,
where my hands that hold
you are two chapels
and the green glaze of my eyes
is slow stained glass,
where my arms around you
are a flying buttress
and the cross of my body
on your body
is the long central hall
of a cruciform church
rising higher and higher
to my chest’s clerestory;
the pattern of aisles,
each ripple of skin,
a row of pews;
your rolling, parted wave
of wood-burnished hair
a choir - and in the great
bell tower of my mouth
resounds with the ring
of a kiss calling forth
the pregnant tension 
among three people,
before the beginning
of the word,
 
this tension which will
suffice – 
 
the unspoken sound
of two restless tongues
in primal eloquence
 
awaiting the arrival of a child.
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