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ABSTRACT 

FINDING THE POINT: 

A PERSONAL EXTROSPECTIVE ANALYSIS  

OF LIFE AS ART THROUGH POINTILLISM  

MYLES LUM 

 What if our lives are like art pieces? If so, then there must be an artist, the art piece itself, 

and an audience. In this compilation of creative nonfiction essays, I speculate what it would look 

like to view our lives as pointillist paintings. Instead of individually painted dots covering a 

canvas, I view individual moments, glances, thoughts, and the like to be composing my life. The 

entirety of my life can’t be boiled down to one single moment, but rather a compilation of 

instances. In order to view my life this way, I have paired my essays with my own pointillist 

drawings to illustrate how each dot on the page is a significant piece of the whole. These 

ruminations are to help myself consider what makes each detail in my life important, how I 

might better appreciate those points, and where to go after understanding my life as composed 

like a stippled art piece. Such distinctions have also provoked me to consider further who the 

artist of my life’s painting might be: is it me? Is it my community? Or is it a higher power? My 

essays, accompanied by my original artwork, have led me to decide upon the final option, which 

helps me find the “point” of my life, as I point back to the One who I argue painted it all in the 

first place. 
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Septopus 

 

I-II. Stippling is my best way to focus on beauty I can’t 

fathom. I started drawing an octopus when COVID-19 

cases were spiking across the nation.  

At the time, fifty-new-cases-a-day in Nevada felt 

apocalyptic.  

If that didn’t, then the cleaned-out grocery stores did.  

I watched the news too many times to know that people 

fight people in the parking lot if they see something they 

want and they’re in a panic  

so I went with my Dad to the grocery store  

wearing two masks  

and four gloves,  

and none of the hundred other concerned shoppers were 

wary enough to wear anything,  

and how could they not be  

but, oh yeah, at that point people were being told that 

masks didn’t do anything,  

so I guess it was fine,  

but looking back, did the people saying that just want to 

mess with us to maybe get enough people infected for herd immunity,  

but that’s terrible and I can’t be thinking like a conspiracy theorist 

because there are enough problems in the world to deal with  

and I don’t need to be imagining up any more.  

Anyways, my dad and I were two dots in a sea of unmasked people in 

a check-out line praying near the milk section.  

When I got home, I bounced a pen up and down on top of a blank 

piece of paper until I eventually formed an image—the art of 

“stippling.” That time, I stippled a tentacle.  

 

III-IV. I looked at a reference photo, researched some octopus facts, 

and learned that on all eight tentacles, hundreds of autonomous 

suction cups, which can move, touch, taste, and smell one-by-one, 

speckling into train tracks up and down the underside of the body, can 

amass up to over two-thousand suckers in total. Each one is designed 

to envelope and stretch and close and squeeze and pulse and shorten 

and thrive.  

The number of them was more astounding than the eighty-eight 

tornadoes in the American Midwest  

or the thousands of Australian homes lost in the January fires  
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or the nine people whose lives ended in a helicopter crash  

or the number jumping from hundreds to thousands of COVID-19 cases in America in the first 

week of March  

or the thousands protesting the lockdown  

or all of the pool parties popping up  

or the 550,000 acres of corn that were destroyed in the August derecho winds  

or the 2,700 metric tons of ammonium nitrate that exploded in Beirut  

or the atypical twenty tropical storms that may require meteorologists to start using Greek letters 

to name all these storms  

or the +6,000,000 acres scorched across the American West  

or the 83,832,334 corona cases (as of Dec. 31st, 2020)  

or the one partier out of the 330,000 people who attended Las Vegas’ New Year’s party on the 

Strip in 2019 who said that “2020 is going to be the year when everything comes into focus!”  

I marveled at how the textured skin of the tentacles, pumping veins and swirling blood cells, can 

radiate speckled colors up and down the arms. I imagine each one acting independently, as each 

one is shaped differently. How one sucker might taste or smell something entirely different than 

its cousin one tentacle apart. And still, connected. 

 

V-VI. After a while, stippling hurts my hand and eyes.  

I try to dot the page fast enough to get another tentacle 

finished, but I also want to go slow enough so that I don’t 

miss. Though a single dot is only perhaps a fourth of a 

millimeter, it’ll be the one everyone notices if I peck it in the 

negative space.  

The absence.  

The non-septopus.  

But for the areas, where the dots compress together, one on 

top another where it all seems to become a blur, I can let 

loose. Tattoo that sucker. 

I wonder how the founder of Pointillism would have 

appreciated my small 5.5” x 8.5” drawing. It feels pathetic 

when thinking about his elephantine 6’10” x 10’1” A Sunday 

Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte. I wonder if he 

thought it was ugly, when he was drafting. Spending hours, 

layering and relayering and not missing and re-relayering the dots to form the people, the trees, 

the umbrella, a monkey, and, in my case, the octopus’ skin. I looked at one particular tentacle, 
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and it felt hideous. Zoomed in, the dots were not only exhausting to 

apply, but painful to look at. The tentacles didn’t look cohesive. Their 

dots looked random.  

Jumbled.  

Sparse.  

Irregular.  

Like a group of homeschooled high schoolers not knowing how to 

mingle at a dance  

with a handful standing off to the side not wanting to say anything  

and another group over to the other side not knowing what to say 

either  

but attempting to say everything, anything that would get anyone’s 

attention  

because that’s all that high schoolers crave  

and I didn’t know how to respond well to that  

but at least I had my handful— 

Mom always said I could count how many good friends I’d have in 

my life on one hand 

—and they would be with me and I’d be with them for this season  

and even though all of we’d move on to different places,  

to different spaces,  

to hold different hands,  

I’d at least appreciate the handful I had then.  

When I hold the sketchbook an arm’s length away, the dots make sense, but with my eyes three 

inches from the page, they hurt.  

 

VII. When I finish the drawing, I can only imagine its two front tentacles stretching off the page, 

unto my desk, and pulling itself into reality. I name him “Hank.”  

Hank’s dots bounce and reflect the office room’s lighting, as the rest of his tentacles squelch 

onto the table. He sits there, looking at me, and I imagine he asks, “What’s next?” I don’t know 

how he asks me, because I didn’t draw his beak. I never stippled in his siphon/funnel to sigh any 

type of discontent. He asks me, “Why not the eighth?” but he won’t give me the time to respond. 

After all of these hours, I drew a lot, but comparatively nothing at all. My septopus is stuck in 

two-dimensions on Universal Recycled paper by Canson sketchbooks. I imagine the tentacles 

move only up and down like the Vegas Vic neon sign. After all of these hours of belaboring the 

details, I still didn’t, couldn’t, can’t capture all of his beauty. I might spend hours and weeks and 

months and years and decades drawing out his other tentacle and gills and kidney and ink sac 

and poison sac and posterior salivary glands and anterior salivary glands and the rest of the 

interiorities of his melon, but I’d still never be able to capture it all. Even if I did, Hank wouldn’t 

live. My pen doesn’t breathe life.  
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And yet a septopus, a true Hank, one that will never encounter a human, living in some reef deep 

in some ocean, in the real-world, is a fully drawn-out painting with life breathed into its siphon 

by an artist who understands it all. I’ll keep drawing to point toward the works already painted, 

but I’ll never see. The ones that breathe, but I can’t explain how. The ones that sing, and I 

cherish why. The ones like the wrinkled Loxodonta africana, quietly sweating individual 

droplets underneath a feverous, healthy, single sun that burns brightly from above with core-

explosions measuring at 27,000,000° F at its core,  

which somehow doesn’t obliterate our corneas,  

retinas,  

irises,  

optic nerves,  

lateral geniculate nucleus of thalamus,  

cerebral cortex,  

cerebellum,  

midbrain,  

spinal cord,  

nervous systems,  

nerve endings,  

sweat glands,  

skin cells,  

you know, the ones at the nape of your calf grazing against the paradise green grass,  

holding ecosystems of invertebrates that I don’t like,  

especially colonies of ants,  

each with their own mandibles  

and compound eyes  

and legs that travel tens  

and hundreds  

and even over 3,000 miles from Italy to Spain despite their teeny tiny legs,  

a route that I am glad to find out doesn’t cross through the Alps,  

which is the setting of my favorite movie,  

where Terrence Malick drops the camera low, pointing it upward for some reason,  

not just any reason,  

a reason that he as the artist never explains to the viewer looking through his 12mm wide lens,  

but sublime for the how-are-they-real mountains rising,  

scaling,  

towering over Franz Jägerstätter’s actor in a makeshift-St. Radegund  

with a real sky haloed in clouds made up of individual hydrogen 

and oxygen molecules  

breathing praises above humanity’s unsuccessful attempts to out-design the Designer 

who painted it all before we could even notice.  
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The ones that tell a story about how we fit on this         

canvas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Because of that, 

I’ll continue  

to stipple. 
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Only All Together 

After I spent only a few moments admiring the specially cut-out colors, materials, and fabrics on 

the surface of her piece-quilt, I lifted the blanket and noticed that my mom embroidered the title, 

“Press On,” onto the underside. 

I flip the 3.5’ x 5.5’ piece back over and wonder where that title might have come from. 

I wonder if she named it that as a reminder to keep going when she struggled pairing the 

hodgepodge array of pieces.  

I wonder if she named it that because the individual scraps of fabric needed to be pressed onto a 

special material, pinned, and ironed together.  

I wonder if she named it that as a reminder while she felt like her mind was falling to pieces from 

an illness she never saw coming.  

I look at it and wonder how cotton candy pink could ever go with swamp brown. 

Or Grecian blue?  

Or royal purple? 

Or dried moss green?  

I wonder what crossed her mind when the fabrics living on the unflattering ends of the color 

wheel somehow spun together here.  

I step up to the quilt hanging on the wall and admire the turtle’s shell containing a kaleidoscope 

of materials and shapes and colors and patterns.  

“If I were her, I would have never put that orange one next to the pink one.”  

I inch closer to the muted green section and count ninety-eight salmon spots dotted throughout. 

The scrap’s mid-century modern style doesn’t go with the bronze, ombre batik adjacent to it. 

Two pieces to pair too close to one another. I imagine my art teacher saying, “They don’t 

match.”  

But they do. 

My eyes peel inches away from the piece.  

One step, three steps, six feet away and I see what she saw all along.  

I stare longer and learn to see with my mom’s-eye, artist’s-eye, God’s-eye view over her quilt. I 

wonder how my eyes first disliked anything marsh green, and now can’t imagine anything else 

next to the sovereign gold. 
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I wonder how long it took to cut out the starfish spiralizing across different pieces, placed at 

different times of her year.  

I wonder what she was thinking when she ironed on “Redeemer” during her monthly doctor 

visits. 

Many of the pieces up close are ugly and loud and unflattering to look at.  

Many of the pieces up close are beautiful and gentle and comforting to look at.  

All of the pieces tell of her life through her pain and joy and hardship and laughter. 

Only all together. 

She knew what she was doing all along, of course. 

I don’t wonder anymore when I flip back over the piece-quit and read underneath her title, she 

embroidered, “Philippians 3:14.” 

 

“I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ 

Jesus” (ESV).  
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Minutely Elephantine 

  

“One more, please, one more,” I said as I jumped 

around my Dad and begged him to draw another chalk 

elephant on the backyard patio. Other kids liked cats and 

dogs, but I always loved the African elephant. I watched 

Animal Planet religiously and learned everything there 

was to know about these modern behemoths. How their 

massive ears can hear slight rumbles of thunderstorms 

miles away, imperceptible to human ears.1 How their 

columnal legs can carry them across up to thirty miles of 

savannah a day.2 How their ability to recall locations, 

events, and other elephants they haven’t encountered in 

years makes us question if they do ever forget (Garstang 

19, 24).3 How the forty-thousand muscles crisscrossing the 

length of their trunks can plow over a tree or pick up a 

single grape. Each part of their body has a unique, 

powerful function worthy of essays all their own.  

Even though elephants are massive, they don’t 

disturb their surroundings much. They take up a lot of 

room but no one would know it. An elephant’s padded feet 

tip-toe more quietly than what we might expect from these 

13,000-pound titans. The “elephant in the room” saying 

only makes sense if a person actually sees an elephant. 

These behemoths command a room without trumpeting 

their presence.  

Pulling my Dad’s arm over to another empty space 

of concrete, I demanded, “Another one.” 

“You try this time,” he said, handing the chalk to me. 

“I can’t.” I stomped on the ground, my Star Wars shoes 

lighting up. 

“Try.” 

I held the blue chalk like a turkey leg, crouched down on 

my hands and knees, and started making careful streaks 

across the concrete. The hardest part to draw was the space 

between trunk and tusk, where the trunk ended and the 

tusk began. Where was the mouth? Where were its lips? Did the trunk sit on top of or beside the 

tusks? 

“It looks fine, honey.” 

“No, how do I make it look real?” 

 
1 Elephants Can Hear the Sound of Approaching Clouds. BBC, Dec. 2015. Accessed 13 Sep. 

2020. 
2 “Get Elephants Out of Zoos.” PETA, 2020. Accessed 13 Sep. 2020. 
3
 Garstang, Michael. Elephant Sense and Sensibility. ScienceDirect. Accessed 29 Sept. 2020. 
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Georges Seurat (1859-1891) answered similar questions through his art. Denis Sampson 

states that during Seurat’s beginning years as an artist, “[h]e believed that seeing the reality of 

nature required a scientific exactitude and that a very conscious and deliberate method had to be 

applied in a very disciplined manner” (90, 92).4 Other art aficionados comment that Seurat 

approached his art with “mathematical” precision (182).5 John Gary Hutton clarifies that 

“scientific” had other implications at the time—that it meant “to be modern and rational, a 

freethinker, a believer in the essential goodness of 

humanity and the possibility of a golden age on earth” 

(18).6 In all of his work, Seurat hoped to capture what his 

eye saw. The light. The subject. The color. He had an 

“absolute commitment to a vision of reality” (Sampson 

92). Spending thirty-one years working to capture the 

world’s details, Seurat ventured to grasp all of the 

intricacies and complexities and beauties and uglinesses 

and hilarities of the universe one dot at a time with his 

unique method of Pointillism.  

 

My Grandmother worked to capture reality in her 

own way. While I preferred pens and pencils, Grandma 

had a lifetime of practice painting Impressionist pieces in 

her studio with her brushes and acrylic paints. She’d paint 

flowers and birdhouses and trees and vases and girls in 

hats with ribbons flowing in the wind. She was kind 

enough to take the time to help me learn how to paint an 

animal or two. 

“Let’s start with the basic shapes. If we break down 

the basic shapes of a lion, we’ll have circles.” 

Ugh. Boring. “Let’s just start.” 

She smiled, sighed, but not out of exasperation and 

said, “No, we need to know where we’re going first.”  

“Let’s start with the eyes,” I said, putting a brush to 

the middle of the canvas, which would make me run out of 

space to finish the face eventually. 

She laughed and said, “Hold on.” 

Before we did anything, we primed the canvas, 

sketched the outline of the drawing, and as it was drying, 

picked our colors.  

Finally. “Lions are yellow and orange,” I said, “so 

let’s put a ton of that.” She squirted out blues and greens.  

 
4
 Sampson, Denis. “Georges Seurat à Port-En-Bessin.” Queen’s Quarterly, vol. 124, no. 1, 2017, 

pp. 88–99. EBSCOhost. 
5
 Graber, Corinne, and Jean-Francois Guillou. The Impressionists. CLB, 1999. 

6
 Hutton, John Gary. Neo-Impressionism and the Search for Solid Ground: Art, Science, and 

Anarchism in Fin-de-Siaecle France. Louisiana State UP, 1994.  
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“What? No, lions are orange.” She started mixing two different shades of green. “What 

are you doing? They’re yellow and orange.”  

“Yes, that’s how lions seem to look in direct sunlight. But there is always more than just 

one color. There are greens and blues and purples and browns and reds that can reflect all around 

it. And if we really looked at a photo of a lion, we’d see that it isn’t that yellow.” 

I didn’t like Grandma’s lesson. She’d clearly never seen The Lion King. 

So I’d sit there and sulk, watching her blend various shades of camo green.  

  

Seurat wanted to revise the way artists had been viewing the world. Attempting to offer a  

scientific approach to art, Seurat started his own unique style of painting, earning him the title of 

the Founder of Pointillism. Peter Feist, author of Impressionist Art 1860-1920 (a book Grandma 

gave me), states that Seurat hoped to boil down his art to “an incontestable system” (279).7 He’d 

put a limited number of colors onto his palette without blending them. He’d then place two 

colors onto the canvas close enough to one another that they would look like the combination of 

the two—blue next to yellow would look green (279-80).8 Before, colors would be blended on a 

palette to be streaked across a canvas. With Seurat’s method, the colors would have to remain 

unmixed on the palette and solely grouped together with other dots depending upon the subject 

and lighting.  

Seurat’s process thereby took forever. Feist states that Seurat 

“worked in his studio every afternoon and evening, completing a small 

section every day, like a fresco painter or mosaic artist” (283).9 I imagine 

his hand trembling to put the paintbrush at just the right spot. Consider 

how closely he’d have to press his eyes up to the canvas to ensure that the 

spot paired well with its counterpart. I can feel the Abductor pollicis 

muscle in his hand cramp and the ciliary or extraocular muscles of his eyes 

strain after so long. And that would be within just one corner of a painting. 

To see the whole piece, he would have to move back and forth from the 

canvas, dancing with it to ensure that his subject was most accurately 

portrayed for his viewer. The fine-tuned details would need to be both 

admirable up-close and astounding as spectators moved farther away. To 

achieve this mastery of light, color, form, and subject in an entirely novel 

style, Seurat started out by sketching in black and white. The basics. 

 

When my Mom asked me if I’d prefer to take Latin or art as an 

elective in high school, I didn’t have to think twice. On the first day, my 

art instructor showed us some of his work with Disney— on Tarzan, 

Brother Bear, and The Lion King to name a few. For our first “gallery 

session,” my classmates, my friend R, and others showed off their 

portfolios as if they were applications to Disney. They were drawing 

beautiful, lavish, completely finished pieces, while I was giving preliminary sketches at best. If I 

wanted to be better, I would have to do every single thing my art instructor taught us to do. No 

matter what. No matter how complex. No matter how difficult. 

 
7
 Feist, Peter H. Impressionist Art 1860-1920. Benedikt Taschen, 1993. 2 vols.   

8
  Feist, Peter H. Impressionist Art 1860-1920. Benedikt Taschen, 1993. 2 vols.   

9 Ibid. 
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“Start with a circle.” 

Not again. 

Mr. S broke down every subject into circles, squares, triangles. If I wanted the details, I 

would need to know the general shapes first. 

And this time, I tried.  

I’m “gratus” that Grandma didn’t slap me for finally doing what she had been saying all 

along. I showed her my initial sketches of lions and elephants made mostly of ovals and 

rectangles like she tried to teach me. Instead, she smiled, delicately flipped through each page, 

careful not to smudge any, and said, “Keep going.” 

As the class and I got closer to our “10,000 

sketches” quota, Mr. S prescribed a lesson that would last 

all four years of high school: “Draw what you see, not 

what you think you see.” That was hard. Isn’t a nose just a 

nose? Who cares about getting the angle of a strand of 

hair right when there’s a whole head of it? Who notices 

the distance between a person’s lip and left-nostril where 

the Orbicularis oris muscle lives, anyways? 

 

 After breaking subjects into their simplest shapes, 

Seurat revolutionized the art scene by continuing to break 

his subjects down even more. His attention to the 

“nuances of light and dark” inevitably helped compel his 

attention to the ways light and color can dance upon a 

subject (Feist 280).10 He practiced his pointillist style in 

multiple studies of bathers leisuring at Asnières (Bathers 

at Asnières) in 1883, with his signature achievement 

coming a year later. With such devotion to his subjects 

and craft, Seurat began transforming his contemporaries’ 

works. Graber and Guillou note that Seurat’s 

“simplification and geometrization of shapes had gone 

beyond that of his masters” (182).11  

 

 Grandma gave me her copy of Feist’s book when I 

was far too arrogant to learn from it. I regret to say that I 

didn’t look through it often, even after she passed away. 

After well over a decade of not peering into it to learn 

more lessons, I opened it up curious to see if it had anything to teach me about a new technique I 

was practicing—Pointillism. I flipped to a page creased down the middle.  

For over ten years, no one paid attention to the massive, coffee-table book in the entryway.  

For over ten years, no one considered if I could use the book as a reference for practice paintings.  

For over ten years, no one in my family noticed Seurat’s behemoth A Sunday Afternoon on the 

Isle of la Grande Jatte living comfortably on pages 260-261.12  

 
10

  Feist, Peter H. Impressionist Art 1860-1920. Benedikt Taschen, 1993. 2 vols.   
11

  Graber, Corinne, and Jean-Francois Guillou. The Impressionists. CLB, 1999. 
12

 Ibid. 
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No one skimmed through the chapters and admired the gargantuan piece quietly living between 

covers in our entryway’s bookshelf.  

Now, looking through the whole book, trying to figure out why these two pages in particular are 

creased, I noticed that it is one of the few paintings that actually has a two-page spread in this 

book that’s 12.5” x 19” when opened up. I think the reason why Feist put Seurat’s work (and few 

others) on two pages is because Feist is attempting to showcase just how big the actual painting 

is. Seurat approached this painting like the majority of his others: one dot of color at a time. This 

painting just happens to be his largest and most famous. Scaling in at 6’8” x 10’1”, Seurat’s 

elephantine showstopper, depicts at least forty-nine individuals lounging on the bank of the River 

Seine. One could spend paragraphs and pages and books and volumes describing all of the 

complexities within this goliath painting living quietly on a bookshelf in my entryway.  

Thanks, Grandma. 

 

 Many have studied Seurat’s massive piece, but they seem to miss the most massive 

details. They ignore what actually is right in front of them. Gavin Parkinson doesn’t question if 

Seurat got carpal tunnel due to the long hours of meticulous work, but Parkinson does argue that 

Seurat’s “paintings are not mere pattern but are allusive and metaphoric; at the very least, 

humans are transformed by Seurat’s method into dummies (Fig. 6)” (134).13 The forty-nine 

individuals enjoying their Sunday Afternoon embody a satire by what they wear, who they’re 

with, and what pets (like a monkey that shouldn’t be thought of as one) they bring. But what 

about Seurat’s hands? Alastair Wright doesn’t question how badly Seurat’s eyes must have been 

strained after such a mammoth work, but he does attempt to encapsulate Seurat’s work: 

“Abstraction, Seurat’s work suggests, was haunted by politics from the start” (75).14 The various 

big-picture allusions of what the monkey represents, who is walking towards whom on the bank, 

and how (ill)defined the various subjects are anatomically portrayed all speak to broader socio-

political issues. For many critics, the big picture, the general, the abstract is the key. They just 

ignore the artist.  

 Seurat’s contemporaries may be perceived similarly. Feist notes that Paul Signac “was 

the most devoted follower and propagandist of Seurat’s method” (286-8).15 Though the two used 

the same method, Fiest notes that Signac “was always fresher, more generous and radiant, than in 

the increasingly austere and sombre Seurat” (288).16 Another Pointillist, Henri-Edmond Cross 

“joined Seurat and Signac, and adhered till his death to a radiantly bright pointillism” (292).17 

Signac, Cross, and multiple other artists allied with Seurat and his unique style to make a vibrant 

movement that would leave lasting impressions throughout history.  

But there was a problem. Only lasting for about twenty years, this fin de siècle movement 

perhaps ended for a couple reasons: its time-consuming attention to details. It required artists to 

lay aside their personal artistry so that they might better dedicate themselves to their subject and 

 
13

 Parkinson, Gavin. “Method and Poetry: Georges Seurat’s Surrealist Dialectic.” Art Bulletin, 

vol. 99, no. 3, Sept. 2017, pp. 125–146. EBSCOhost, doi:10.1080/00043079.2017.1292880. 
14

 Wright, Alastair. “On the Origins of Abstraction: Seurat and the Screening of History.” Art 

History, vol. 41, no. 1, Feb. 2018, pp. 72–103. EBSCOhost, doi:10.1111/1467-8365.12289. 
15

   Feist, Peter H. Impressionist Art 1860-1920. Benedikt Taschen, 1993. 2 vols.   
16

   Ibid.   
17

   Ibid.   
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pointillist craft. “Pointillism or divisionism did 

not permit strong personal styles” (Feist 290).18 

In order for other artists to accomplish Seurat’s 

goal, they needed to practice a meticulous 

method that confined their self-expression for 

the piece’s sake. In his article about Seurat, 

Parkinson attests to this reality: “Seurat’s 

process of painting, then, as much as his 

preparatory method, was slow and steady” 

(126).19 If one were to make a Pointillist piece, 

they would need to pay scientific attention to 

what was seen. When addressing Pointillism as a 

style, Feist highlights another possible reason 

why the movement passed on: 

[T]he artists have to be assessed 

primarily through the slight 

differences in their subject matter, 

the degree to which they blended 

their aesthetic aims with realistic or 

Impressionist or indeed Symbolist 

leanings, and, of course, the energy 

they brought to visual structures of 

their own and the work of creating 

persuasive images with them. (290-

91)20 

One of the most likely reasons why Pointillism 

closed shop was its requirement to have the artist 

conform to its taxing genre rather than have the 

genre conform to the artist’s originality. With 

Impressionists having already sought to subvert 

and reform conventions of Academic Art, Neo-

Impressionists may have thought of Pointillism 

as a cold reminder of a regimented structure of a 

time gone by. As a movement, Pointillism is 

then thought to only be a “brief transitional 

phase in the history of art” (Feist 295).21 Whether it was with big paintings or small studies, 

doing Pointillism cramped too many styles. Sad to see the experts give up so easily. 

 

Grandma didn’t paint with a brush for the entirety of her life—only for brief bubbles. But 

she painted details in other ways. She was in her mid-twenties when she had her first baby. 

 
18

   Ibid. 
19

  Parkinson, Gavin. “Method and Poetry: Georges Seurat’s Surrealist Dialectic.” Art Bulletin, 

vol. 99, no. 3, Sept. 2017, pp. 125–146. EBSCOhost, doi:10.1080/00043079.2017.1292880. 
20

    Feist, Peter H. Impressionist Art 1860-1920. Benedikt Taschen, 1993. 2 vols.   
21

    Ibid. 
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“[O]ne of the first female black-jack dealers at Caesars Palace,” she was awarded “Working 

Mother of the Year” in 1978 (17).22 In her fifties, she learned to speak Japanese to better 

communicate with international tourists. She thought Lucille Ball was hilarious. She loved Jesus. 

She had a big smile. “Of course, I’m a natural blonde,” she’d say with a wink. 5 feet 9 inches. 

She would sit in her recliner, smoke me at Gin, and hold up an “L” with her fingers to her 

forehead. Six children, five grandchildren, and forty-three years in the work-force later, she 

returned to painting. I miss the sight of her painting in her studio. The room was originally a 

beige, which didn’t fit her personality. She painted each wall a dark, ocean blue. Still not 

satisfied, she splashed glitter into the paint tray. Once the paint dried, she spent her time painting 

flowers, bouquets, and ornate vases, while surrounded by a galaxy of glittering stars. 

She was never too keen to paint the details like those of the Baroque period, nor was she 

fond of the abstract pieces of Modernism. In Graber and Guillou’s The Impressionists book, she 

left a note to Mom and me: “These guys are almost as good as me. Haha. God be with you 

always. Me too.” Her first heart beat was a mere forty-two years after Seurat’s last.  

  

 Seurat was only thirty-one when he died. Academics don’t mention that. Most don’t even 

consider it. They spend pages on the political implications of his paintings, the various 

interdisciplinary approaches to his practice, and the historical struggles he and his “movement” 

faced. But they don’t mourn his early death. More than who he was as a person, his name seems 

to live on.  

 Setu K. Vora offers some insight into Seurat’s life (through his death), though. Vora 

states that Seurat’s “military recruitment papers describe him as follows: ‘Brown hair, brown 

eyes, average forehead, prominent nose, average mouth, round chin, oval face, 5 feet 10 ½ inch, 

no distinguishing mark’” (163).23 Such specificity seems odd (Why does the army care about the 

length of a forehead?), but I’m glad they did. These details make him more than just “The 

Georges Seurat.” They make him a guy who had features like most others, with blood vessels 

pumping similar red blood cells, with “no distinguishing mark” differentiating him from the 

world (163). I wonder if he had his mustache on the top of his Orbicularis oris when he was in 

the military. I love the fact that this ordinary, otherwise typical man was “only in [his] late 20s” 

when he made the 1880s “one of the most salient periods of esthetic change” (163). A human 

being with an “average forehead” did that (163).  

 What would have happened if he lived on? Would he have appreciated the stagnant lack 

of appreciation of his work from the art community for the first few years? Would he have left 

Pointillism behind and adapted his style after a while? Or would he go on to teach another 

generation of Pointillists? Would he appreciate the art critiques about the broad, political 

ramifications of his works? Would the critics have given up guessing what was going on behind 

that “average forehead” and just asked him (Vora 163)? 24 If Seurat lived longer, would we have 

only one account of his physical features? Or would we have as many volumes of academic 

criticism about his life as there is about his art? Would we better appreciate the details of the man 

because we could have more time with him? Or would we have ignored him and his work 

 
22

 “Donna Heeter County’s First ‘Working Mother of the Year.’” Tribuna, vol. 1, no. 4, July 

1978, p.17. 
23

 Vora, Setu K. “Death of Seurat.” Emerging Infectious Diseases, vol. 11, no. 1, Jan. 2005, pp. 

162–165. EBSCOhost, doi:10.3201/eid1101.AD1101. 
24 Ibid. 
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altogether? How might art look today if he made it to seventy-four years old  in 1933 (the year 

my Grandma was born)? Would his work even be popular today if he hadn’t died?  

 

 My Grandma was an Impressionist in more ways than one. She followed the styles of her 

favorite artists in her own work. She gifted my Mom and I multiple books on Impressionism—

most from her own library. I wonder if the crease on pages 260-261 was hers. Who else could it 

be?  

 She impressed me with certain truths: to analyze what’s underneath the surface, to find 

the greens in a world full of yellow, and to smile while doing it. But I didn’t learn them from any 

massive accomplishment she made or wonder she did. I learned them from the details of her life. 

How she was patient with an arrogant child. How she would look over my drawings with artist 

hands—careful not to smudge anything. How she’d sprinkle glitter into the blue paint to make 

big walls sparkle. Her God-glorifying, humble beauty was in the details. 

 

 Multiple other scholars are paying Seuratian-level attention to the details. Norbert Krüger 

and Florentin Wörgötter are employing Seurat’s pointillism as a means to better understand how 

computers might emulate human vision.25 Yi-Chian Wu similarly investigates how Pointillism 

can be utilized for computer-design.26 Stephen Reyna even used Seurat’s concept as a means to 

understand real-life socio-political relations between “forces” in the Sudanese Civil War in the 

1990’s (362).27 One of my favorite remediations of Pointillism is Steve Gehrke’s poem “The 

Invention of Pointillism.” In his writing about Pointillism, he enacts it. He notices every detail, 

building to portray a broader image: “I began to believe love was a collection of sighs / and small 

gestures that flew off as we moved” (3-4).28   

 

 We can’t just notice the big picture. We have to pay attention to the details.  

Every fun glance from a grandmother.  

Every lesson from an art teacher.  

Every “average forehead” (Vora 163). 29  

Every brush-blot on the canvas.  

Every-thing that makes up life’s painting. 

 
25

 Krüger, Norbert, and Florentin Wörgötter. “Symbolic Pointillism: Computer Art Motivated by 

Human Brain Structures.” Leonardo, vol. 38, no. 4, Aug. 2005, pp. 337–341. EBSCOhost, 

doi:10.1162/0024094054762052. 
26

 Wu, Yi‐Chian, et al. “Generating Pointillism Paintings Based on Seurat’s Color Composition.” 

Computer Graphics Forum, vol. 32, no. 4, Dec. 2013, pp. 153–162. EBSCOhost, 

doi:10.1111/cgf.12161. 
27

 Reyna, Stephen. “Social Pointillism and Starry Nights: Making Points to Make Connections in 

the Sudanese Civil War.” Journal of Asian and African Studies, vol. 51, no. 3, 2016, pp. 358-69.  
28

 Gehrke, Steve. “The Invention of Pointillism.” The Georgia Review, vol. 56, no. 3, 2002, pp. 

683-84. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41402041. Accessed 28 Aug. 2020. 
29 Ibid. 
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 Elephants are my favorite 

because they can fill a space without 

anyone noticing. They have a larger-

than-life anatomy with a humble 

presence. They live highly complex 

lives that we have yet to scratch the 

surface of.30 And while people tend to 

see the big picture, they neglect to 

notice these details. Like the space that 

I found so hard to draw where the trunk 

ends and the lips begin—the Musculus 

buccinator, Pars rimana. Some forty-

thousand muscles make up an 

elephant’s trunk alone. There are more 

muscles in one trunk than in an entire 

human body. Each appendage and 

muscle and cell adds up to make for a 

grand picture. Elephants use each one 

of those muscles of their trunk as an 

arm to lift, pull, crush, toss, heave, and 

even paint. Each elephant has their 

own unique talent, of course. 

 Though elephants may all look 

the same to our human eyes, they 

regard one another as individuals to be 

loved and remembered and mourned 

for. It’s hard to see that, but we must 

try to repaint them not as what we 

think we see, but for who they are.  

 

 What would change if we 

appreciated all of the details? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
30

 Read through Garstang’s work referenced here to learn how ingenious these animals are. 

Garstang, Michael. Elephant Sense and Sensibility. ScienceDirect. Accessed 29 Sept. 2020. 
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Light 

 I finished teaching my students to write about a moment that catches them off guard. 

“Something beautiful or ugly or scary or funny. Anything. It doesn’t have to be big. Just write 

about why it strikes you.” 

 I look down and see the sunlight streaming through my window blinds. 

 I don’t need to imagine that it spells out anything special.  

 I don’t need to understand if or how light is made up of waves or particles or both, but 

can just appreciate that it simply already is. 

 I don’t need to try to place myself into existence by having the light be a catalyst for my 

identity. It is with me. It is without me. There it is. 

 I never invited light into my apartment, but the sun couldn’t help itself. 

 I never asked for its heat to radiate through these non-insulated walls.  

 I never could imagine on my own how the light shines on the top of the leaves but glows 

underneath. 

 I never could do any of that. 

 I can simply watch. 

 Enjoy. 

 Love it. 

 Thankfulness. 

 I can wonder who put the particles of light together like how I put these words on a page.  

 Was it as easy as how I type now? Did it involve prep work? Research? Trial? Errors? 

Sketches? Schematics? Restructuring? Drawing boards? Chemical vials? Test tubes and lab 

coats? A degree from a university? A teacher’s “A”? Certification by a Light Corp? Approval 

from Congress? Validation from a loved one? From anyone?  

 All I have is that someone said, “Let there be light,” and there it was. A simple sentence. 

Not declarative, supposing that the light already was, but imperative. A command for nothing to 

be something. A something that hasn’t reverted to nothing since the Someone spoke the 

something into somethingness.  

 That something glows brighter on my apartment floor right now, just as it has from the 

beginning. 

 All I need is that. 
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All Because of Some Pixels 

  

“It’s not possible to make friends in high school online.” She served herself some more mashed 

potatoes. 

“But I do.” 

“Really? Where are they?” 

“They’re from all over. I’ve made friends with students from Tennessee and South Carolina and 

Mexico and Florida and all over. There are people literally from around the world.” 

“But it’s all virtual. Nothing tangible. Nothing meaningful can come from a screen.” 

 

  

 

 PA. “Wouldn’t it be funny if someone, anyone from school was here?” I slammed the car 

door shut, walked with my parents through the parking lot to the Chili’s, and thought about how 

my school’s “2010 End of the Year Gathering” with all the teachers, students, and families 

wouldn’t officially start until the next day. None of my friends knew that I planned on coming. I 

looked over and noticed a stereotypical, homeschooler white van. “Somebody must have arrived 

early. Surely.”  

 I didn’t have to linger on the hope for too long before I walked through the front doors 

and someone at the first table to the left of me shouted out my name. I didn’t have to guess who 

it was. We’d never met. We’d never seen each other face-to-face. But I immediately knew it was 

R. The fuzzy but necessary audio that muffled our Skype calls for the past year came through a 

crystal clear, LIVE, in-person voice.  

 I looked over and saw R and our other online friends with mouths agape staring at me. I 

tried to be nonchalant. Cool. As if I knew what that meant as a freshman in high school. As if I 

knew what that meant at all. “Hey guys, what’s up?” I acted as though I was meant to be there all 

along. But I didn’t need to act. R, our other classmates, their siblings, and families were already 

all gathered together around a long row of tables. They immediately started screaming, “Pull up 

a chair, pull up a chair.” We had never needed to say those words online before. 

 I sat across from R, smiled at everyone’s shocked faces in better-than-1080p, and said, 

“Hi.” 

R was probably the most surprised, and said, “Hi,” back. 

“Haha, hi.” 

“Hi.” 

“HI.” 

“HI.” 

“HIII.” 

“HIIIIII.” 

“Hello.” 

“Hey.” 

“Hi.” 

“Hi.” 

 We’d repeat this dialogue every time we saw each other for at least ten minutes for the 

following five days of the gathering. We’d get looks. After the first day or two, a lot of the other 

students got over the initial wonder of being able to meet, greet, rub elbows with, hug, side-hug, 

dance with, slap, scream at, and simply say “hi” to each other. But I don’t think R or I ever did. It 
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was too exciting. “This is wild.” After waiting a whole year to finally meet, we found simple 

introductions too fun, too meaningful to gloss over. We both understood that about one another. 

Other people back at home say “hi” but don’t mean it. But we finally found someone who did. In 

the subsequent years of high school and college, we’d eventually be able to read between each 

other’s lines so well that we could spend hours saying nothing. 

 

She dumped more peas onto her plate. “So what do you do? Just message each other?” 

“Well, we can hear each other in the ‘classroom.’ It’s all LIVE.” 

 

 

 

 ID. Your fingers hold onto the shaded blades of grass as if to anchor you to this world, 

this place, this single moment. You feel the sun behind you set more and more quickly, as you sit 

next to R in the Idahoan hills he now calls home. A tree that’s older than either of you shadows 

the side yard, all the way down to the end of the slope. You both sit beneath it, and look down 

the hill, into the valley, past a barn, over a pond, through the clouds, and into the distant blue 

mountains. Neither of you say anything. You don’t need to. The quiet hills hum a symphony 

played by zipping dragonflies, shivering grass, and billowing clouds. You both can hear each 

other well enough. Your ride interrupts for you to start packing up. You practice mouthing the 

word but can’t actually say, “Goodbye.” You say something else, you don’t know what, in a 

contrived, British accent. Something stupid. Something to make him laugh again. He does, and 

he responds the same way to unite your combined, cosmic forces of stupidity. It’ll be another 

year before you’ll get to be idiots together again, so you hold onto the grass a bit tighter. 

 

 WIFI. If I remember correctly, I messaged the kid in my history class, R, first. 

Befriending students from across the nation felt new and exciting. I’d never been to Tennessee. 

I’d never listened to country music for more than ten seconds. I’d only known people who 

moved from Tennessee. Not anybody in it. I probably messaged him asking something about 

what it’s like in Nashville, his profile picture, or something. I don’t remember. I do remember 

that he couldn’t stand the “Nashville stereotype.” He asked me about Vegas and we spent hours 

talking on Skype about how our hometowns are nothing like what’s in the movies. “They’re too 

general.”  

“It’s nothing like that.”  

“I don’t have a Southern accent.”  

“I don’t live in a casino.”  

“I’m not a cowboy.”  

“I don’t gamble…real money.”  

He did share how he was a Tennessee football fan.  

I did share that my family and I do go to casinos to eat now and again.  

But we both agreed. People’s big-picture (mis)perceptions? Nothing like reality. 

 

“I don’t know how anything like that could be meaningful.” 

“If anything, we have to work harder to actually communicate. We don’t have school hallways to 

bump into classmates, but we have Skype. We have to make the active decision to contact and 

keep in touch with one another.” I passed the bread rolls. 
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 ID. You take a photo with the camera around your neck and dig your fingers deeper into 

the grass. The red barn door down the slope creaks in the wind. Up the road a few miles or so, a 

whole metropolis rumbles. Car doors slam shut. A train shrieks its horn at the intersection. A 

student worker gives a tour of R’s new college campus. The world’s noise cacophonies to 

become louder and louder, but R is enjoying this quiet too. To leave this place feels wrong. In 

the melodramatic fragility between adolescence and adulthood, you worry that the dinner parties 

back at home will be right, and that this friendship will end as easily as the turn of a tassel.  

 

 WIFI, PA. I can remember we’d count down the days till he, our classmates, and I would 

finally get to see one another in-person again at our school’s annual end-of-the-year meet-up. 

Most of us had timers pre-set on our computers. We’d start counting down from 364. We’d try to 

fill as many hours of those days talking and getting to know one another. Make the time go 

quicker. We were kids, sure, but we recognized that we had an opportunity to make friends that 

not many others had. At least some of us recognized that. 

 

“But what classes do you even take?” 

“The same ones you do. Physics, Algebra, History, English, Art. My art teacher actually lives in 

Florida and works at Disney.” 

“How do you do art online? Do you just look at a bowl of fruit on the screen?” 

“Well, sometimes. But our instructor prefers that we draw live.” 

“See, you need to be live.” 

“Well, yeah, but there are also advantages online. He’s able to show his screen and break down 

the movies he’s worked on frame by frame to show us everything happening in the scene. Plus, 

we can interact with people from literally around the world.” 

 

 

  

 

 ID, TN. R leans over and asks, “Did you get the shot?” He looks at the camera and gives 

a hearty, “Noice,” as if he’s from New York. You set the camera down, look across the field, and 

inhale deeply to hold onto the image a little better than the camera ever will. You recall how this 

is like when you visited him in Tennessee too. You can remember that the Pixar clouds looked 

the same there on summer dusks. You remember your jaw dropping and him saying, “You’ve 

never seen fireflies?” after sunset. You can remember you both spending hours trying to get the 

perfect photo of them. To send to your art teacher. Make him proud. 

 

 FL, TN, NV, WIFI. I can remember R and I were so excited our junior year to visit our 

art teacher in Florida. Neither of us dreamed we’d ever make it onto a film lot. We spent hours 

there, in the car, at the hotel, at the airport, and on the plane ride home just drawing. I remember 

the both of us getting home and we’d spend hours on the computer telling each other what to 

draw next. The weirder the better. “A monster rooster.” “A valiant moose.” “Count Dracula with 

a sinister smile.” Technology made it so that there was no distance. We’d sit in silence, staring at 

the person beyond the screen, and wait in anticipation for what each other drew.  
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“I just don’t see how you could build a meaningful friendship with a stranger online.” 

“I mean, it’s not instantaneous. We have to work.” 

“Pass the butter, too.” 

 

 

  

 ID. You watch the hills and think about how you were nervous to visit R originally. You 

know now that high school drama is a joke, but you can remember that it felt so real when in it. 

Driving up here, you were terrified that he had made newer, better, realer friends his first year at 

college. Tangible ones. Non-virtual ones. You feared being the odd-one-out, again. The one at 

dinner conversations, where you have to explain again that these friendships are real. Solid. That 

you just look past pixels and at a person. The dots speckling the screen in 1080p aren’t the 

person. They are just an image. But the person behind the image is what’s real. You hold onto 

that. It has to be true. That this friend chose to go to college in ID now. With physical people. 

Realer people? But you also know that he isn’t like others focused on the image, but the person. 

You know that by how excited he was to show you the silos where you can see the whole town 

or how ready he was to show off his “very own apartment, thank you very much” or how he 

listened to you when you said you were nervous to be around all of these new faces and he 

replied, “I’m glad you’re here.” 

 

 NV. I can remember introducing him to Japanese food, because they don’t have that in 

ID or TN. We sat around sushi and teriyaki and wasabi, “which you’ll probably only want to put 

a little.” I remember teaching him how to use chopsticks. I remember that we were then three 

years into our undergrad, but still had scars from the high school drama that our online school 

was still susceptible to. “Tis but a flesh wound.” But it still hurt. How many of our other online 

friendships didn’t turn out like we expected. How the people back home sitting at the dinner 

table were somewhat right. That these “friendships” weren’t real.  

They’re fake.  

Virtual.  

Just some pixels on a screen.  

But how they were wrong about this one. This one that actually lasted. This one that meant 

something. That we weren’t afraid to express our fears or goals or failures or successes or 

interests or dislikes or obsessions or hurts or new-found joys or who we liked and how she didn’t 

like us back. That we could be real. That other friends were logging off. Calling their season with 

us just “a time when I was a stupid kid.” But that this one stayed on-line.  

 

“I could just never do it.” 

“It’s not for everyone.” 

 

  

 

 

 ID. You hear your ride shout, “We’ve gotta start the trek home!” so you force yourself to 

stand up. R does too. Neither of you say a word because you know by now what the other is 

thinking. The quiet seems too important to interrupt. Again, your ride yells from across the field 
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for you to hurry up. You taste the word “goodbye” again but it’s bitter this time. You remember 

thinking that you should have gotten used to it by now. You’ve tasted this word plenty of times 

before in all of those other states. But R agrees and refuses to accept it. “Goodbyes” are said by 

others who don’t care about the word. Ones that don’t live thousands of miles, tens of hours, 

hundreds of dollars’ worth of plane tickets away. Ones with friends, but not real ones. Ones that 

fill up dinner parties with loud chatter. Ones that sound stupid but in a different way. No, 

“goodbye” doesn’t sit well.  

 

 TN. I can remember him driving me back to the Nashville airport for my flight back to 

Vegas. I can remember we were both quiet. I can remember hearing both of our thoughts about 

the unknowns of going off to college in two months. No more classes online. No more Skype 

hallways. I can remember he broke the quiet and said, “Dude, we need to keep in touch when 

college starts.”  

“Duh.”  

“Don’t drop out on me.” 

“Totally.”  

“And when you find her, you need to call me immediately. The actual second.”  

“Of course. And you need to do the same.”  

“Oh, pft, duh.”  

“Pinky promise?”  

He smiled at one last strike of divine stupidity and held up his hand with the other on the wheel.  

“Pinky promise.”  

“You break a pinky promise, I break your pinky.”  

“Bro. Deal.” 

 

“I just don’t see how any real friendships could come from it,” she asks before passing more of 

the mashed potatoes and proceeding to talk about how cloudy it’s been lately. She’s right. I 

didn’t find many friends online. I just met the brother I never had.  

 

 

  

 

 ID. Your ride, exasperated, calls for you one last time. You take a deep breath. You’re 

not sure when will be the next time you will see R again. You don’t know if it will be on this hill 

or in that city or in your hometown. But you will. So, you give a hug. You notice a dragonfly the 

size of a small bird hovering above the grass. You think, “They don’t have those in Vegas.” You 

remember how far away Vegas is. You give a last half-smile in hopes of reassurance. And you 

remember that this kind of friendship hasn’t said “goodbye” like the rest. Your frown turns to a 

grin, which turns to a smile. Knowing what you are thinking, R also smiles, opens the door to 

your car, and says, “I’ll see you later.” 
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A The Lionfish 

 

 When was the last time you thought about a lionfish’s torso? Most of us think of its 

venomous spines that cause “extreme pain” if touched. Or perhaps their waving fins that mystify 

prey into a false sense of wonder. Its bulging eyes that seem to melt into the prison bar stripes 

lining its face may even be a contender. But the torso, the core of this aquatic tank, holds a 

bladder and stomach and intestines and a heart that beats much alike the rest of us, that is often 

forgotten.  

 It is also one of the hardest parts to draw. I honestly don’t think I’ve looked at a lionfish’s 

chest for this long in my life. Six hours? Sheesh. Dotting the curvature of the nape of the neck 

needs to be warned about. I think my wrist has gone beyond cramping. Send for a medic. The 

lionfish can now claim another victim and a new type of paralysis, as I sit with a sketchbook and 

ice pack hundreds of miles away from the closest ocean.  

 But when looking at the drawing, we won’t 

recognize any of the details. We’ll probably 

just see a fish a drawing of a fish. 

 It’s not really a fish, after all. It’s a 

representation of one. And even the 

representation is composed of just dots. A 

compilation of specks on a blank page. Ask 

the right art critic and their existence is 

truly futile. Potentially even apophenia.  

 Individually, a dot is just that. No 

further explanation necessary. It takes up 

less room than the word used to signify it. 

It is a hiccup on a page that would have 

otherwise been blank. It is a speck that 

could have been speckless.  

 But I think there’s something more.  

 As a whole, the drawing would be 

apopheniac if it weren’t for the fact that I put 

those dots on the page. The blips on the mid-

bottom-left area of the white space only make 

a mustache if I placed dots #234-376 there 

(Of course I didn’t count how many dots 

there are. Who do you think I am? But there 

are indeed at least 374 dots that I’ve drawn, but don’t have the omniscience to individually 

name). If I didn’t put them there and someone just happened to see these dots and they just 

assumed an image, then would it be apophenia?  

 I think the drawing’s very existence demands that I refuse to believe so. There are too 

many dots to believe otherwise. 

 One dot would be too many.  

 One dot generated on a page without cause or reason or purpose or value or 

exigence or motive or volition or artist?  

 Just a dot existing in a vast ocean of white without anybody.  

 Nobody sneaking in to put a speck in my sketchbook. 

 

I learned when I was seven that  

there are over “3.7 trillion fish in the ocean” 

 and that Marlin and Dory were looking for  

one.1 Thankfully, they didn’t have to look through  

that many. That would be ridiculous. The two only  

have to search through the world’s largest reef, where  

over 1,500 species of fish call home. That, of course, does 

not count the 134 species of sharks or rays or the 411 types 

of coral that Marlin’s son could have been hiding behind.1 

The one-hundred-minute-long film doesn’t showcase them 

covering the 133,000 square miles—that would have taken 

too long—but they do encounter a handful of characters 

and species diversifying their adventure.1 Each one offers 

their own unique quirk (a blue tang with amnesia, a great 

white shark with a fish-eating-addiction, or seagulls with 

egoism issues), but none of them leaves the duo  

satisfied. They aren’t looking for just any old fish.  

They have to find just the right one. 
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 Nobody flipping through the pages and accidentally dropping their 

pen on page twenty. 

 Nobody. 

 No body. 

 None. 

 Just the dot always there.  

 Somehow. 

 But who gets to claim the dot as a dot? 

 If I, a mere viewer, do, then it can just as easily not be a dot according to you. And if you 

don’t claim it’s a dot, and I do claim it’s a dot, then what is it? Is it a dot, a not-dot, or not? You 

and I viewing the dot or not-dot cannot decide its dot-ness. But maybe the artist who put the dot 

on the canvas can. 

 And if the Artist does, then that One can define that that dot is something more. That it is 

an addition to the page,  

a moment of pause,  

a declarative interruption,  

a showcase of artistry,  

a statement of existence,  

a truth made manifest,  

an explosion of identity,  

an example of significance.  

A dot or not. 

 You and I can do nothing but observe and reiterate the Artist’s artistry. 

 But I’m the artist. And I’ve been pitifully trying to draw these dots anatomically correct. 

Where is that medic?  

I think it’s funny that when people actually look at my lionfish, they’ll likely spend not even a 

tenth of the time looking at it as the 

time it took to draw it. It’s just another 

fish. There are millions of them. It’s not 

worth paying attention to. It’s not worth 

considering the artist’s labor or thoughts 

or existential crises as he dotted the 

page. This is a drawing just like the 

rest. 

But that’s what they think.  

I wonder about the real, living, 

breathing, three-dimensional lionfish 

out in the world that I based this 

drawing off of. I can hear it 

swimming about, acting as if there is 

not a problem in the world. It has gills 

and veins and quills and supposed 

vendettas against non-invasive fish 

in reefs not their own. But it’s 

individually just as well fighting 

One of the aggravating 

parts about the movie was that it  

ended. I wanted to know what happened 

 to the other characters. Where was Crush  

going in the EAC? Did the Tank Gang make  

it out of those bags? Where did Dory even come from?  

But Marlin and Dory are focused on their one story. They are 

stuck on finding just the right fish. They ironically didn’t want 

“no one” (the definition of the titular character’s name in Latin), 

but quite a specific some one. The fact that they aren’t just 

looking for any of the thousands of clownfish in the reef but just 

the right one means something. Something that is everything to 

a father with a lost child. For them, losing one would never be 

“nothing.” Each character had their “one” that meant something. 

The movie just didn’t have the time to show it all. Can you 

imagine if they did a sequel for all of the characters’ 

backstories? Who would we be finding next? 

 



 

 

28 

 

for its own life across unwelcomed seas as much as I am. It’s just living its lives without most of 

us paying attention.  

 “It’s just another fish.” 

 Says them. 

 Shouldn’t we give the Artist a little more credit? 
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The Future is Here 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They could never imagine that the wheel would one day spin into something that could 

drive itself. Their fire on Mt. Olympus seems like a faint ember to the continents now aglow when 

hidden from the sun. Watch them balk at their philosophers upon hearing the sound of our internet. 

Listen to them cry green tears at the sight of modern literacy. The future is here. But the war, 

hatred, disease, disasters, arrogance, famine, disrespect, lust, rape, poverty, racism, wrath, 

entitlement, addiction, greed, sexism, anxiety, trafficking, envy, persecution, treachery, theft, 

pollution, deceit, malice, and false gods are still here too. 
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8th Birthday Present 

“My leg hurts.” 

“It’s growing pains.” 

“It hurts this bad?” 

“That happens when you start growing.” 

· 

“Why do you keep doing that?” 

“It hurts.” 

“So, you hit yourself?” 

“It helps.” 

· 

“There’s something in the x-ray, but I can’t tell you what it is.” 

“What do we do then?” 

“I’ll have to refer him to get an MRI.” 

“When can we do that?” 

· 

“See that speck?” 

“Yeah.” 

“It’s a tumor. It’s about the size of a nickel and pressing out from his hip. It could be cancerous.” 

“When will we know for sure?” 

· 

“It hurts, Mom.” 

“If you keep hitting yourself, you’re going to hurt yourself more.” 

“Then what am I supposed to I do?” 

“Come here. Let’s stop. Pray.” 

· 

“It’s not cancerous.” 

“Oh, thank God.” 

“We’re not doing this, but the only way I know how to get rid it is if we chopped his leg off. I’m 

going to refer you to another doctor who does surgeries for this instead.” 

“You’re going to chop off what?” 

· 

“It’s called Radiofrequency Ablation. What happens is we take a teeny tiny needle, poke the 

tumor, and light it up really hot. It cooks the tumor from the inside.” 

“And that’ll get rid of it?” 

“Yep! The tumor will disintegrate.” 

“What does that word mean, again?” 

· 

“After your surgery, the doctor told us both that you might not be able to run for a few months, 

but you’ll be able to walk.” 

“Why is he crying?” 

“Why are you crying, Myles?” 

“I thought he’d be ecstatic.” 

· 

“You ready, big guy?” 

“Mhm.” 
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“Start counting to ten.” 

“One, two, thr-” 

· 

“How are you feeling?” 

“Nauseous. Is it gone?” 

“He fried that sucker. Would you like some ice chips?” 

“Something else for my birthday.” 
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“A Good Kid” 

 

Every time I hear the name “Labello,”  

I think about the time I visited their house and told off one of their friends who wanted a toy I 

was playing with.  

I don’t remember the words I used exactly.  

Maybe it was, “Get your own.”  

Or, “This is mine.”  

It could have been as simple as, “No.”  

I mainly remember staring straight into his eyes when I said it. 

Bright, blue eyes with tears welling up. 

How they rolled down his face. 

A face quickly turning red. 

How he fled down the stairs.  

I remember thinking, “I deserve this toy.”  

“I always share.” 

“Let him cry.” 

“Good.” 

I remember being called to the council of moms, waiting downstairs for an explanation.  

I remember how I lied when I said that “we were sharing!” 

How I had never outrightly lied to my mom before. 

How she believed me.  

How I got away with it. 

“You were five, Myles.” 

Doesn’t change what I did. 

“That’s such a small thing.” 

Maybe to you. 

“There are bigger problems.” 

Doesn’t change the fact that what I did was indeed a problem. 

“He probably forgot about it.” 

I didn’t. 

“It doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things.” 

Says who? 

 

I did what was wrong. 

And at the time, 

It felt good. 
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I Just Smiled 

 

 I enjoy reading about characters, so that I can learn what 

(not) to do. Horror is an interesting genre because it often ends 

with an unsatisfying ending on purpose so that the reader might be 

so appalled by it that they make actual changes in real life. Prevent 

fiction from becoming reality. But Bram Stoker didn’t get that 

memo. His penultimate piece, Dracula, ends nicely. Celebratory, 

even. The monster is killed, the world is saved, and everyone lives 

happily ever after. Most importantly, the Count, this duke of 

deception, dies with his duplicitous plot. Though best-friend Lucy 

dies, Mina is able to survive the ordeal. Stoker lets us readers sleep 

in peace. Still, I think the characters have some lessons to teach, as 

I wonder who the vampire is in my life.  

 

 You can remember that when R asked if it’d be cool if he 

could join you on your family vacation, you texted back, “Duh.” 

You can remember how the two of you had survived being friends 

years since the melodrama of high school and that he was 

practically family by this point. You remember visiting him in 

Idaho and every green blade of grass, every speck of dust, every 

molecule of air that made those distant hills sing blue. You 

remember the quiet crunch of gravel beneath your boots at Red Rock Canyon when he visited 

you in Nevada. You wondered what you’d remember after this California adventure. You 

remember how he was always like family. Always will be. How family was always invited 

along. How you welcomed him with the same welcome, though not the same motive, that a 

count welcomed his guests into his mansion with: “To come freely. Go safely” (22).  

 

 Jonathan Harker could have prevented a vampiric apocalypse if he had just followed his 

fiancé’s desire to have “no secret, no concealment” between the two (99). Mina, showing 

vampiric tendencies by being somehow able to read the Count’s mind, could have been helped 

more effectively if she had just been honest about her symptoms from the start (226). Lucy could 

have been helped (and possibly saved) if she had just been forthright about her nightmarish 

interaction with a mysterious creature from the beginning (89). When faced with a problem, the 

characters could have just voiced the truth—that maybe a disease, an evil, a power within them 

was indeed compelling them to become vampiric themselves. But they didn’t like that. They 

couldn’t handle the truth. 

 

 You can remember that when you picked him up from the airport, he was silently 

standing by himself, looking down on his phone. You wondered who he could have been texting, 

as your phone wasn’t buzzing.  
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 But you brushed it off and imagined that you’d have plenty of time to talk later. Driving 

for five hours to California in a cramped Toyota Corolla with Mom, Dad, R, and myself, the road 

was silent, as he was on his phone. Going to places like Torrey Pines State Reserve was beautiful 

but silent, as he was on his phone. Throughout the trip, there were loads of people and sights and 

sounds to admire, but you “felt a strange chill” looking at him, staring silently on his phone (18). 

You breathed in and tried to telepathically tell him, I’m here. I’m right here. Where are you? but 

ended up saying to yourself, Don’t risk messing this trip up by telling him to get off of his phone. 

It’s not that big of a deal. It’s just a phone. So, you clenched your teeth so hard they could’ve 

snapped and smiled.  

 

 Like me, Jonathan Harker avoids being upfront with Mina. He lets 

May, June, July, and August pass before finally confessing on 

September 23rd about his horrific interaction with the Count (161). 

But it is too late at that point, for vampiric events have already been 

set into motion. Judgement is at hand. How so much could have 

been prevented if, in the stillness between him and Mina, Jonathan 

had just had the ugly, long, heavy conversation from the start.  

 

 You tried listening to the once familiar quiet that you both had 

mastered to pick up something, anything from him. But this was 

different. This was silence. A different kind of absence. You used to 

be able to read between his lines, but something changed. So, you 

tried thinking of a tactic. Something. Anything to get him to talk. 

But what? The first thought were dinner conversations that you 

hated. But at least it’s something: small talk. 

“How did your last semester in Idaho go?” 

“You’re a semester in Idaho.”  

You didn’t understand what that could mean, so you tried again.  

“What’d you think of the new Star Wars movie?” but you didn’t understand, “You’re a Star 

Wars movie.”  

 

 Is this a joke? I don’t get it. What does he mean? Why is he doing this? What’s his deal?  

 We’re better than this.  

 We’re friends.  

 Brothers. 

 I remember worrying that maybe those people small-talking at dinner conversations 

about how online friendships aren’t real might be right. How that idea hurt. How it made me feel 

sick. How I couldn’t let it be true.  

 Don’t test him. Don’t start this trip on a bad note. Brothers let things go. Friends do too. 

It’ll get better. You’ll be able to hear him later. Like you used to.  
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 But you looked at him sitting next to you a million miles away on somebody else’s 

Instagram profile. Another virtual friend? Someone from back home? Who? I’m here. 

 

 You repositioned yourself in your seat on the passenger’s side and looked out the window 

and thought about how perfectly cloudy it was this January and that CA should be really nice this 

time of year and you wish you could press your body through and out this door into oncoming 

traffic and are all of these people on the highway tourists too and, wow, you’re getting hungry 

and has he always been this way and maybe we should eat, but no, that would mean stopping and 

how even though we just started this trip all you really wanted was to just go home. 

 

 Always one for light and bubbly conversations as is evidenced by her letters to best 

friend Mina, Lucy Westenra becomes a mortified, corrupted, deteriorated version of herself 

when she comes back from her grave as a vampire. It could have been avoided, though. Mina 

writes, “Before falling asleep [Lucy] asked—even implored—me not to say a word to anyone, 

even her mother, about her sleep-walking adventure,” where she first encounters, and is bitten by 

the Count (89). I look at my notes on the book and think about how while Lucy was at fault, 

Mina was just as culpable. While Lucy does what many characters facing a scary reality do—

represses the truth—her best friend, Mina, perpetuates the silence. Mina is just as easily to 

blame. 

 Because of their shared silence, Lucy slowly yet radically transforms into an undead, 

bloodthirsty version of herself. Her “grace” and “smile” transform into “a face [that] meant 

death” (188). Though she comes back with a vampiric pale face and “crimson lips” that appear to 

be full of life, Lucy’s true identity is transformed into a savage version of herself (187). Her 

former identity begins to detach from her new. Her close friendship she once had begins to 

chasm, distance, separate, divide, break, rift, split. 

 

 You can remember that within the first thirty minutes of the car 

ride, your flushed face showed that you were secretly boiling inside. Your 

mom says your nonexistent poker face showed itself again the second 

night when you all went out for Thai food. You were glad you ordered 

dishes that were spicy to give your mortified, pale face some color. Don’t 

let him see you snap. You remember stuffing your mouth with Chicken 

Panang Curry to keep yourself from unleashing unbridled hellfire upon 

him for staring at his phone while your parents were offering their time, 

resources, energy, and the bill to feed his sorry face. But you imagined 

he’d just reply, “You’re a sorry face,” and you’d end up on that night’s 

local news.  
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 Your Mom, always the diplomat, tried to mitigate the situation. “You know, R, some 

people are addicted to their phones.” She’s good at conversation, but not subtlety.  

 “What?” He lifted his head.  

 “Yeah, some people just can’t get away from them.” 

 “No, that’s not a thing.” 

  

 You can remember the feeling of your internal jugular vein throb gallons of legions of 

red blood cells, deprived of oxygen, down your neck. You wondered if the Chicken Panang 

could cover that up, or if you’d need to slam his face into the bowl of sticky rice or kick the chair 

from underneath him or shove the side of Thai chilis down his throat, but thought, “No. Don’t 

ruin this trip. It’s no big deal.”  

 

 So, you sat there. Played nice. Widened your lips and exposed incisors and canines with 

red Thai chili paste stuck between them.  

 

 I laugh when reading about how Mina says that she “shall put a bold face on” (226). 

 Even though she witnessed Lucy’s grotesque process of becoming a vampire, Mina 

initially does nothing to prevent her own unbecoming transformation. She does the Victorian 

thing to do and tries to save “face,” as if blocking out the problem would solve her problems 

(226). The truth is terrifying–scarier than any undead man bleeding people dry. To face reality 

meant facing the unbecoming truth that maybe she was becoming a monster. And she’d need to 

face that reality sooner than later.  

 

 You can remember that after four days on this trip, three nights trying to work up the 

courage to say something, two private conversations with your family, and one thousand prayers 

to God for some divine intervention, you still didn’t say anything. Dad was driving. Mom was 

reading. They had moved on. R was on his phone with one of those extra-long battery packs to 

synthetically keep his phone alive longer than it should.  

 You sat, looked out the window, and thought, “Maybe you said something. Maybe he’s 

different.” But the worst thought of all was one you didn’t want to admit: “Maybe you never 

knew him all along.” 

 

 You can remember that you considered that it might be his turn to press his own body 

through and out the door and leave him to walk the 270 miles back to Vegas.  

 

 But festering in silence for the five-hour trip back to Vegas felt unproductive. So, you 

pulled out a book, a book that another friend recommended, a book for those other people, the 

dinner-conversation people, a book that was for the off-chance improbability that your 

conversations with him would lull or he would fall asleep or you’d need something else to do. 

Ha.  The book was called Unoffendable.  
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 You think God’s a master of irony. 

 

 The author, Brant Hansen, wrote on the first page, “You can choose to be 

‘unoffendable.’”  

 “Excuse me?” you thought.  

 You read through the first chapter. You hated that you were agreeing with what he was 

writing about. 

 That humility “will” help you “flourish” (11).  

 That it’s “not all about” you (13).  

 How “we all think that we deserve to carry anger, but it will destroy us unless we let it 

go” (21). 

 

 You highlighted it, but didn’t like it when Hansen referenced Proverbs 18:17: 

 “The one who states his case first seems right, 

     until the other comes and examines him” (16).  

 

 Hansen later wrote, “You’re not going to like this, but face it for what it is, and say it out 

loud:  

 ‘That person I’m angry with? I’m worse’” (70).  

 

 He was right.  

 You didn’t like that.  

 It felt like salt on a wound.  

 Fan to the flames. 

 A “faithful wound from a friend” (Prov. 27:6). 

 

 You closed the book and looked outside. Thirty more 

minutes had passed, and you found yourselves stuck in traffic in the 

middle of the I-10. You saw a sign that said “65 mph” and glared at 

everyone else disobeying the law by going 0. God gave you no 

choice. 

 

 “God, why are You upstairs letting this car ride last as long 

as possible?”  

 “To give you both time to talk.” 

 “But R is the one with the problems not talking, not me. 

What’s his problem? Why is he the one so silent? Why did he even 

want to come on this trip? Why wasn’t he untalkative like this last 
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time? We used to be able to talk in the quiet. But not like this. What happened to him?” 

 “Maybe you should ask those questions about yourself.” 

 

 You looked out the window, thought about what you could say to R, but bit your tongue 

so hard you nearly drew blood. This is his problem. 

 

 Though Bram Stoker did not write any sequel to Dracula, where 

the seasoned vampire-hunters could all rally their skills to defeat a 

similar foe, the ending does provide nice solace for the reader. Dr. 

Seward, Harker, and Mina, who all bit their tongues to the truth 

before, are all ultimately saved after learning to “speak frankly” with 

one another (280).  

 

 In the last chapter, Harker writes “seven years” after the novel’s 

events (326). He writes of their journey to express “living truths” for 

those in the future—so that they and others might learn the 

importance of being honest, to not conceal any realities, to not be as 

elusive as a vampire (326). His writing these journals is a means to 

express his honesty and a testament for us to do the same.  

 

 It’s been over three years since you’ve spoken with or seen R. Sure, you journaled about 

the trip for a while. But not really. You critiqued him in all sorts of sentences, paragraphs, and 

pages. But you never truly cross-examined yourself.  

 

 You had a five-hour drive to California, where you could have asked him to put his 

phone down, but you didn’t. 

 

 You had an entire hike through Torrey Pines with him, where you should have asked him 

if everything was okay at home, but you didn’t. 

 

 You had so many meals and car rides and stuck-in-traffic moments, where you would’ve 

gotten real if you were really his brother, but you didn’t. 

 

 You said nothing. 

 

 On the last day you’d see him, considering which route to drive him back to the airport, 

you can remember that you chose the twenty-minute ride over the thirty.  

 

 On that drive, you didn’t ask him what happened.  
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 Instead, you spoke in passive aggressive, biting euphemisms that would make Dracula 

cringe. You played music that would make any angsty, immature teenager squirm. You did 

everything that would have made nay-sayers of your high school education smile. You ignored 

Hansen’s book, saying everything you believed about truth, evil, love, mercy, and then grace. 

You made R to be the villain, when you did nothing yourself.  

 

 But I guess that makes sense, since Dracula could never look at himself in the mirror. 

 

 And now,  

 after three years, 

 the one detail that  

 you can remember  

 is that you passed the parking garage, 

 drove R to the drop-off area, 

 let him out of the car, 

 and 

 said 

 nothing 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

  . 

   . 

     . 

       . 

          . 
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Numb 

Up until 

the first of 

October, 

I recall 

everyday 

was the same. 

Start the day. 

Eat a small 

granola. 

Drive forty  

minutes past 

Las Vegas  

Boulevard. 

Get to school.  

Say, “Hello.” 

“How are you?” 

“Good, and you?” 

Go to class. 

Take some notes. 

Stay awake. 

Get an A. 

Talk with friends. 

Eat some lunch. 

Make it back 

to campus 

for my last 

school meeting. 

Try to write. 

Thesis work,  

class’s work,  

say, “I’m done.” 

Get through the 

5:30 

traffic heat. 

Hit the brakes. 

Honk my horn. 

Make it home. 

Unpack load. 

Cipher through 

all the notes. 

Time to read. 

Write for hours. 

Eat dinner. 

Write some more. 

Prepare for 
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tomorrow. 

But, oh yeah. 

It’s already 

the weekend. 

Enjoy it up 

by writing 

more for your 

big thesis. 

But at least 

there was church 

on Sunday 

to give me 

a brief break. 

But by four 

in the late 

afternoon, 

writing calls. 

So I wrote 

till about 

10 o’clock. 

Open phone. 

Crash on couch. 

Say, “What’s on?” 

Hear my mom 

turn on a 

brand new show 

that would be 

cancelled soon 

about how a 

little girl 

got kidnapped 

while her mom 

wrote a book. 

The cops came. 

The plot grew. 

My mom yawned. 

I did too. 

About that time, 

that was when 

the news turned on 

saying that there was a shooting 

near the Mandalay Bay resort at the Route 91 festival. 

The anchors showed clips of people running. Screaming.  

I sat up and asked my mom, who was also already in her pajamas, if this was real. The news 

already showed recorded footage from the top of the Mandalay Bay. It didn’t sound like what we 

thought a machine gun would sound like. It wasn’t bangs. It was more of a popping. And the 
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people ran. At first, they were one giant mass. The next, they split into tiny dots and spread 

across the event area. Outward and outward. I remember that it was pretty early on for them to 

recognize that the shots were coming from the building, across Las Vegas Blvd, and into the 

crowd. If only there was an immediate reverse trajectory tracker to find the guy faster. The news 

didn’t silence the screaming, because it was happening so live. I remember going onto Instagram 

and Facebook. I didn’t even have a Twitter, but I started looking for information that the news 

wasn’t saying on TV. I remember praying. “God, please no.” Nobody was on Facebook posting. 

Nobody on Instagram was posting. I didn’t see any Snapchat stories from people at the event. I 

think everyone else in town was watching the news too. We were watching people running. We 

were watching people hiding and covering and shielding and protecting. I remember I couldn’t 

stop watching. I remember I didn’t know what to do with my feet on the wood floor. I moved my 

toe an inch, but the wood was so cold that I moved it back to its original position.  

Forty minutes went by and the news kept saying the same things. I remember the first 

news crews arrived on the scene, and the Strip was empty. That never happens. I could see from 

one end of the street to the other and see nothing. The Welcome to Las Vegas sign was lit with 

no one to stand under it. Barricades were paltry walls holding the people lying on the streets in 

shock. A little while later, trucks were lining up to carry the injured to hospitals. They wouldn’t 

stop replaying the footage. The same footage. Pops. The crowd ducking in synchronization. And 

then running. They then started showing the same photos. 

 I don’t think it clicked in my brain. Something happened up there. I can imagine myself 

going to bed, but I don’t know if I really remember it. I don’t remember saying anything else 

with my Mom. I might have regurgitated other info I was finding on the news or online. But I 

can’t remember. I imagine I gave her a hug goodnight, but I can’t remember.  

I found out that one friend was there, and she made it out alive, but her friend was shot 

three times. He made it out alive, too. Facebook’s tech-people had already set up by the next 

morning a “check-in” service for Las Vegans, where I found out the news. I checked myself as 

“safe,” and looked through the list of friends and acquaintances and people I’d never friended to 

see that everyone was okay. Alive. I don’t remember my tears, but I wrote about them that day. I 

think I was too numb.  

 I was required to go to school later that day—2.6 miles away from the attack. I drove past 

the same, boring Las Vegas Blvd but not in the same way. Everyone at school was checking in 

on everyone. Some were crying. Some were in shock. I don’t think some knew how to process it 

all, despite their repeated, “Why is everyone asking if I’m okay? I’m fine.” When my academic 

adviser was checking in on everyone, he came to me and asked if I had to go to class that day. I 

said, “Yeah.” He apologized.  

 My professor asked if we wanted to talk about it, or if we wanted to talk about a short 

story that had space ships in it. Of course we wanted to talk about it. How could we not talk 

about it? It hadn’t even been a day. Not even a full twenty-four hours. We were two miles away 

from where it happened. Two miles away from where our friends, our family, our city ran for 

their lives. What else were we going to talk about?  

 “It’s all because of guns,” some said. 

 “No, it’s mental illness,” others retorted. 

 It got heated. We didn’t mean it to, but we felt like we needed to do something. Do 

something more than just sit in this cramped row of desks talking about a bunch of stories every 

Monday and Wednesday. 

 Despite the disagreements, there was a universal truth everybody agreed upon:  
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 What had happened was evil.  

 Who could say otherwise?  

 We all agreed about that fervently. 

 “But are we supposed to do tomorrow?”  
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Fingerprints 

  

“But now, O Lord, you are our Father; 

we are the clay, and you are our potter; 

we are all the work of your hand.” 

Isaiah 64:8 

 

I. If we’re to appreciate all of the details painted into life, 

are we still to believe in an Artist who allows such 

heinous stains, morbid streaks, and deathly slashes across 

the canvas?  

People have been asking this for a while. 

David Hume of the 1700’s and Epicurus of the 300’s BC 

have their own rendition of this question: “Is he [God] 

willing to prevent evil, but not able? then is he impotent. 

Is he able, but not willing? then is he malevolent. Is he 

both able and willing? whence then is evil?” (Hume).  

If the divine Artist, watching from above is truly all-

powerful, all-good, and all-knowing, then He should 

have never allowed evil.  

 

Right? 

I mean, has He been blind for all of 2020? 

Doesn’t He hear the cries of those in pain? 

The ventilated gasps of those clawing after a breath? 

The fearful cries of children terrified to go to school? 

The tears of a farmer who lost his crops due to 

unprecedented derecho winds? 

The agony of a family who lost their home to one of the 

thirty hurricanes? 

The last breath of someone dying from a blast in Beirut? 

And that was just some of the agony screamed out in 2020. 

What about the tears of the 13,958 victims of firearm homicide in 2018 in America (“Facts and 

Figures”)? 

Or the agonized cries of 6,000,000 men, women, and children who were slaughtered in the 

1940’s by modern history’s poster-child-for-evil (“Documenting Numbers of Victims of the 

Holocaust and Nazi Persecution”)? 

Or the heartbreaks of 9,000,000 people who die of hunger every year (Mai 5)? 

Or the countless screams provoked by death, war, disease, famine, and disaster throughout the 

rest of history?  

Huh? 

Where is such a good God? How could He allow the atrocities and wickedness of humanity to 

not only continue but thrive? If He’s painting this world, then He seems to be doing a pretty 

sloppy job. 

Does He not see our pain? 

Does God not care? 

His hands were so little when he 

was born. Squishy little meat 

patties that flailed around the air, 

sometimes accidentally slapping 

his own face. His hands reached 

out and tried to learn how to grab 

my glasses over him. After a 

while, he rubbed his eyes with the 

back of his hands and yawned 

even though he had already slept 

for hours. His microscopic 

fingernails still managed to 

scratch my arms holding him, but 

it didn’t matter.  I would put one 

of my fingers into his hand and 

feel all of those mini, bendable 

sausages wiggle their way into 

learning how to grab hold. He 

didn’t even know what he was 

doing, but boy, he left an eternal 

impression. 
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Why, God, have You turned Your back on us? 

 

Another man in history asked the same question. Though he actively sought to take care of his 

family, those same family members called him “out of his mind” (John 19:26-27, Mark 3:21). 

Though he promised to give them eternal life, his leaders plotted his death (John 17:1-3, Matt. 

26:3-4). Though he promised their redemption, his community called for his public execution 

(John 3:16, Matt. 27:22-23). Though he cared for and loved them, his friends abandoned him 

during his time of need (John 13:12-20, Matt. 26:56). Though he had welcomed the poor and 

captives and blind and oppressed to live beside him, some of his followers used and betrayed 

him (Luke 4:18-21, John 18:2). After doing nothing wrong in life, he asked Hume’s, Epicurus’, 

and my question to his God.  

 

While hanging on a tree naked, whipped, bloody—a vessel for his community’s bloodlust and 

injustice—he cried out with thistles shoved into his skull and rusty nails skewered into his hands. 

He asked the question: “Eli Eli, lema sabachthani,” which translates, “My God, my God, why 

have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46).  

 

I think that the difference is that he knew the answer. 

 

David Hume and Epicurus didn’t seem to have an answer to their question. The only explanation 

that seemed reasonable was that the God they cried out to just didn’t exist. He mustn’t. If God 

exists and wouldn’t allow evil in the world, but there is evil in the world, then God must not 

exist. 

 

But is that actually reasonable? 

II. I think one of the first assumptions that a lot of people have is that God didn’t just allow evil, 

but that He made it. That He authored righteousness in one hand and malevolence in the other. 

His hands are presumed to be filthy. Tainted. Blemished. And that proposition of His 

permissiveness or even authorship of evil prevents His very existence. If He’s all-good, then He 

can’t exist if He ever allows evil, let alone made it.  

 

But I wonder if we’ve forgotten absence.  

The negative.  

The blank spaces.  

“Don’t touch that,” my Mom said. “Remember, only one finger.” She raised her index finger 

in the air, as I reached out to grab a toy in a store. My hands trembled before the elephant 

figurines, but I eventually learned that touching things with only one finger is probably better 

after mistaking a fire alarm for a refrigerator magnet at a theme park gift shop. That and 

similar rules not only applied while out, but also at home. “Don’t touch the stove.” “Don’t 

touch that vase.” The hardest for me to learn was, “Stop touching those windows.” Outside 

was too tantalizing. It was the wild. Autonomy. Freedom. Dangers I didn’t know about. My 

hands were practically magnets to the invisible fence before the front yard. And who cares if 

the bottoms of every window in the house were covered in smudges? Mom had Windex to 

spare. She could handle my mess. 
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What if God’s existence is so good that whatever He is not is the absence? The evil? His holy 

nature demands that anything other than Him would thereby be against him. 

 

“God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). 

 

Imagine that: someone’s nature so immutable that anything contradictory to that nature would 

immediately be something entirely else. Something foreign. In this case, evil’s existence is 

dependent upon God’s goodness first.  

 

To imagine it another way: to recognize something as wrong suggests that something should 

have been right. A family member’s racist side-comment or a coworker’s sexist water-cooler-

talk or even a friend’s unkind glance point to the notion that something could have been done 

better. An unjust act is only unjust because something just should have happened differently.  

 

What if God’s perfection, righteousness, goodness exposes anything less than that? Not that He’s 

good just sometimes, but all the time. And His unyielding, divine character never makes 

anything imperfect, malevolent, or evil. Nor does He like it. But that it simply exists, because He 

existed first?  

 

Adam and Eve weren’t eating from the Tree of Evil, after all, but the “Tree of the Knowledge of 

Good and Evil” (Genesis 2:17). What would happen if they came to know and like something 

that their Maker innately was not? 

 

III. I also wonder how we know something to be evil.  

How do we know when to cry or be angry or seek justice?  

Where do we get these standards of right and wrong?  

When the lead teacher of this summer-day camp at a church I’d never been to decided to go 

on her lunch break and leave me in charge of a classroom of twelve three-to-thirteen-year-

olds, whose hands were lathered in blue, red, green, purple, yellow, black, white, pink, and 

brown fingerpaint, I laughed. But I’d been trained for this.  

“Hands up! I want a line from shortest to tallest. Follow me to the sink.” And to my relief, not 

a single child touched a wall the entire time.  

But to my horror, the eldest enjoyed the idea of seeing how far she could go. 

“I’m not washing my hands.” 

“C’mon, you’re old enough to know how to wash your hands just fine.” 

“No.” 

“Are you seriously going to make me wash your hands for you?” 

“Ugh. Do you know who my daddy is?” 

“No. Who?” 

“He’s the pastor of this church.” 

“Really?” I remember smiling. “Then I know just the right guy to talk with to say that his 

daughter is being disobedient.” 

Her face turned just as vibrant a red as the paint that was thoroughly lathered, rinsed off, and 

repeated in the sink. She volunteered to be my helper for the rest of the day.  
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Knowing that a detail is beautiful or ugly?  

 

A lot of people say that it depends on society. Culture. 

Background. One person’s revered ritual is another’s 

human rights issue. If we let people and culture dictate 

what is good and bad, then it will be ever-shifting. I 

can do something wrong to another person and claim 

it to be right. I can spew lies here and call them 

alternative facts there. I can spin my own truth and 

call anyone who disagrees a hater.  

 

But what if my thoughtless action was hurtful to a 

friend?  

What if my heartfelt word was actually scathing to a 

family member?  

If I can determine what is “evil,” then someone else 

can just as easily define the same thing as “good.” 

And if one person’s “evil” is actually fluctuating, then 

it may actually prove to be “good” one day. Would 

that consequently re-validate God’s existence?  

Can we thereby base our perception of “evil” on our 

own views?  

Is the Creator’s existence so dependent upon His 

creation’s permission? 

 

Hume proposes a hypothetical “out” to allow for God’s existence. “The only method of 

supporting Divine benevolence, and it is what I willingly embrace, is to deny absolutely the 

misery and wickedness of man” (Hume). God’s existence can only happen if the evil that 

negated His existence isn’t “evil” all along. It is merely discomfort. Momentary trials in the 

grand scheme of pleasure. Other peoples’ “wrongs” are not so much “wrong” as inconveniences.  

 

Many modern neuroscientists validate this sentiment. Simon Baron-Cohen, neuroscientist and 

author of The Science of Evil: On Empathy and the Origins of Cruelty, proposes that we’ve been 

using an antiquated term all along with “evil.” There is no such thing as “evil,” only lack of 

empathy. He writes, “In this book I explore how people can treat each other cruelly not with 

reference to the concept of evil, but with reference to the concept of empathy” (6). The thing that 

caused people to question God’s existence is reintroduced, but negated. It is no longer “evil” that 

we should be worried about, but a person’s lack of “empathy.”  

 

But is to change the rationale behind motive to allow perpetrators of evil to blame their actions 

on bad teaching?  

A bad childhood?  

Improper signals in the synapses of the brain?  

“Just a big misunderstanding”?  

A combination of nature and nurture that removes all culpability?  

 

The skin on my hands turns red 

when I’m in Nevada’s infamous “dry 

heat,” and my Dad’s turns into 

pealed cowhide. Manual labor from 

his youth has calloused his hands till 

today. Anybody who has shaken his 

hand can attest that it feels like 

they’ve been shredded by a cheese 

grater. No amount of lotion is 

enough to abate his igneous touch. 

Not even his iPhone can recognize 

his fingerprint scan. But for my frail, 

clammy, city-boy hands, my iPhone 

opens easily. Even though our hands 

are so different, we both share the 

common inconvenience of always 

having to clean our phones. The dirt 

from his fingers and the oil from 

mine means that we have to wipe 

away the grime from our smudged 

screens weekly.  
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Baron-Cohen’s argument forefronts that we’re to look past the “act” that many would define as 

“evil” and solely focus on the person’s premeditative, “unempathetic” thoughts or subsequential, 

“unempathetic” reactions. I worry that to solely consider what provoked someone to be 

“unempathetic” (beforehand) or what are the results of their “unempathy” (after-the-fact) is to 

neglect the actual act’s worth. Its significance.  

The person may very well be apathetic. They might need to learn how to feel for other people 

more. But that doesn’t negate the evil done.  

How is a child to respond when he’s bullied by a selfish brat?  

What’s a friend to say when they’ve been spoken ill of by their “best” friend? 

Is a city allowed to grieve after they’ve been sniped by a killer?  

Is the act just a random occurrence of miscellaneous protons, neutrons, and electrons interacting 

in an unbefitting way?  

In an apathetic way?  

 

Baron-Cohen clarifies that to understand the atrocities in humanity we have to lay aside emotion. 

He writes, “This book isn’t for people with a sensitive disposition. You can’t write about human 

cruelty in a cheerful way, so if you’re looking for 

a fun read, proceed no further. In this book I 

attempt to redefine ‘evil’ in terms of the erosion 

of empathy and look at why some people have 

more or less empathy than others and what 

happens when we lose it” (vii). For a book 

promoting the value of empathy, there doesn’t 

seem to be much of it in the first sentence. He 

doesn’t want people to feel when talking about 

things that can and should provoke feelings.  

If I’m supposed to look at a murderer 

slaughtering a family without any emotion, have 

I just become as apathetic as the murderer that 

Baron-Cohen so adamantly warns against? 

 

Supposedly, simple “empathy-therapy” can cure 

that person’s heart or brain from their inner 

desires. Just have them feel more.  

But how should a person feel at all unless they 

know something to be true? 

Aren’t feelings reactionary?  

Something happens that provokes a feeling?  

I don’t feel something unless something else 

already first is. I don’t feel sad until my friend 

says nothing to me after four years. The boy I 

took a toy from didn’t feel sad until I withheld it from him. My city didn’t feel sad until the 

Route 91 shooter massacred an entire group of people. 

The same thing is true for positive emotions. I didn’t feel a moment of grandeur in my apartment 

until I took the time to realize the complexity and sublimity of light. I didn’t feel love for my 

“Don’t touch anything we don’t need,” I 

said to my Dad. Sure, we had gloves, but 

cross-contamination happens easily. 

Viruses don’t care about boundaries. And 

the produce-section just looked like a 

mine-field. Humans coughing and 

sniffing and wiping their noses and 

touching the shopping carts up and down 

the aisles. “It’s nothing to be worried 

about,” I heard someone say. “It’ll be 

over before we know it,” someone else 

said. Ha. They didn’t realize the gravity 

of this pandemic. One week into it is 

probably too soon to be so optimistic. My 

Dad and I weren’t going to take such 

chances. With gloves, masks, and 

inspecting eyes, we were two dots in a 

check-out line seeking more than just 

remaining cans of tomato sauce, but 

answers. Answers for what was 

happening and how we should feel. We 

wondered this as we prayed near the milk 

section at Sprouts.  
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Grandma until I began to know her. I didn’t feel wowed by my Mom’s quilt until I actually saw 

it for myself. 

If the reality of a matter provokes feelings, then I have to keep such a reality central in order to 

know how to feel.  

And in order to know the reality of a matter, I have to know (simply, of course) if it is “good” or 

“bad.” 

Without first knowing the real quality of something, how am I ever supposed to “feel” for it? 

 

A tragedy isn’t a tragedy because a single person or a group of people “feel” a certain way. 

The tragedy itself must be something before it is tragic.  

It is a noun first and then an adjective.  

After first recognizing what some-thing is, then I may feel it to be good or bad or ugly or 

beautiful or stressful or peaceful or anything in between.  

 

“Tragedies,” “catastrophes,” “evil” is real. I’ve seen it. My city’s felt it. We knew the absence 

before feeling it. We know something should have been done better. And such a reality 

repurposes Epicurus’ and Hume’s God’s un-existence. There is evil in the world. We know that 

to be true.  

IV. In order to see what is true, good, and evil, we need a formal decree, a written mandate, an 

explanation to both the art and audience from something or someone outside of humanity. We 

need a bar that we can’t raise or lower. Where do we get it? 

 

On February 21st, 2021, The New York Times released an image of every individual who died 

from COVID-19. They symbolized each individual of the 500,000 deaths as a dot. The box of 

specks radiates into waves, as the coronavirus deaths fluctuated from month to month. At some 

moments, the sections are deeply blackened with death (see December). Julie Bosman, an author 

of the article that corresponded with the image, highlights how these deaths are not amorphous. 

They’re not foreign, meaningless lives that we can’t conceptualize. The dots mean more than 

that. They’re our neighbors. Our family members. “Each death has left an empty space in 

communities across America: a bar stool where a regular used to sit, one side of a bed unslept in, 

a home kitchen without its cook” (Bosman 6).  

 

They’re voids. The speckled image of 500,000 dots looks like the television-snowstorm that 

would come up at the end of a movie I’d watch on VHS as a kid. We see the speckles of black 

In 1892, fingerprints were first used to uncover the truth of a mysterious crime and identify a 

criminal seeking to elude authorities. In the village of Necochea, Argentina, Francisca Rojas’ 

two boys were stabbed to death in their beds. Their mother, whose throat had been cut, 

survived the incident and pointed her finger at their neighbor for the murder and attack. After 

finding a bloody fingerprint on a door of Rojas’ residence, Inspector Eduardo Alvarez was 

able to use it and connect Rojas herself as the murderer. After being exposed, she confessed to 

killing her boys, attempting to cover up her crime by cutting her own throat, and blaming her 

neighbor for her own wrongdoing (Wills). Rojas’ false claim would be the start of a long line 

of criminals blaming someone else, while they’re the guilty ones all along. 
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snow fall to the ground, and I notice the white absence in between. The image is one of tragedy. 

Of loss. A reminder that this pandemic and its effects never had to be.  

 

But why do we know that?  

 

If evil’s not dependent upon others but evident before us, who made it evident? 

Why is it so?  

When we see a tumor grow in a child’s leg, we don’t say, “Congratulations.” When we watch 

people blatantly lie to gain power over others, we don’t say, “Good for you.” When we see a 

city, a community, a family, a friend shot and murdered in the largest shooting in American 

history, we don’t say, “Well done.” We know these horrors are self-evident. But why do we 

know so? 

 

As a kid, I used to hate seeing the villains smile their way to success. How’d they lie and trick 

and manipulate people in order to get their way. It would infuriate me. “You need to calm 

down,” my Mom would say. But she didn’t get it. How could they be getting away with such 

evil? It’s not right. It’s not fair. She’d agree. But then she’d say that “this is just a movie. They’ll 

get it in the end.” The end of the movie. How? By who? And what about the end of life? Is it the 

same?  

 

If so, how? 

If so, when? 

If so, where? 

If so, who gets to decide? The perpetrator 

themself? 

They’ll be their biggest defense attorney. 

Their victim? A victim claims to be a victim 

because of some outside, established 

understanding of what is right and wrong. 

And who gets to define that? 

Who wrote the rulebook? 

Who gets to definitively say that a person has 

been wronged? 

That something should have been done better? 

And whoever that someone is, how detailed will they be in determining right from wrong? 

 

What if everything does mean something?  

What if we are validated in our pain?  

What if every unkind word or malicious accusation or misspoken phrase or something 

deliberately not said was indeed wrong?  

What if every thought of jealousy or revenge or malice had value?  

And not just the bad things.  

But what if every moment of beauty and kind gesture and genuine compliment and intentional 

hug spoke to purpose? We’re quick to say that the “big things” mean something: like an 

Olympian winning gold or a person giving a valedictorian speech or a candidate becoming 

president.  

It is difficult to know exactly when was 

the first instance someone recognized that 

people’s fingerprints are unique. One of 

the first recorded instances may be in 

1303, when Persian historian Rashid-

eddin, recognized, “Experience shows that 

no two individuals have fingers precisely 

alike” (Cole 60-1). That would prove to be 

a grim reality for criminals, law-breakers, 

anyone who has done something even-

remotely wrong in their life. 
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Why can’t the “small things” mean something too?  

And what if these “small things” are only small in our eyes?  

What if they mean something bigger to someone else?  

In the street-level view of our lives, we can see that tragedies and joys and heartaches and 

miracles have meaning.  

But can we discern by ourselves why? 

 

What if the guy who was helping the community that shunned him was right when he said, “I tell 

you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, for by 

your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned” (Matt. 12:36-37)? 

 

I wonder how thinking this way has 

ramifications that Baron-Cohen and others 

never addressed. How “evil” is real. How a boy 

who was scowled at for wanting to share a toy 

had reason to cry. How a friend who was 

deceived by his friend has cause to not say 

anything for years. How a city that was attacked 

by a clear evil has a reason to mourn. That it is 

actual loss. That it is actual pain. 

 

And on the inverse, how listening to the sounds 

of the hills in an Idahoan meadow can be 

objectively beautiful. How the light cascading 

through an apartment’s blinds can leave us 

awestruck. How the detailed pieces that 

comprise a septopus can be dumbfounding. 

How these and other treasures are actually 

beautiful. 

 

But why? Who gets to say so?  

 

Art without an audience seems useless.  

But I haven’t found an artist who hasn’t had more works in their sketchbook than the ones 

published in the world. The artist is the first audience to the piece. They are the first ones who 

get to delight in the intricately crafted art before them. They are the ones who get to modify and 

tweak and revise and erase and add to the piece to make it whole. Complete. Finished. Beautiful. 

Ugly. Everything.  

 

When the outside audience comes in, then the artist’s pieces are put on trial for opinion. One area 

of the painting the artist loves is another thing the audience will hate. One aspect that the artist 

sees improvement on, the audience calls “perfect.” Artist and audience are both playing a tug-of-

war over their opinions on the piece. But only the artist can definitively define their intention. 

While the world might look at a simple sketch, the Artist sees a time capsule of emotions and 

feelings and goals. When the Artist puts their pen, their brush, their hands down, they not only 

In the technological era we’re in, there are 

new ways to stalk people. No longer do 

people need to hide behind corners and 

sneak through an individual’s trash can to 

get to know a person. Now, a brief look 

through that person’s search history is 

telling enough of that person’s interests, 

desires, identity.   

This has left many feeling exposed. 

Various tech corporations have tried to 

mitigate such realities by offering 

“secretive” or “incognito” modes for users. 

“Deleting your history” is also now a 

popularized method unheard of fifty years 

ago. Still, such preventative measures do 

not completely erase one “from the grid.” 

Rather, tech corporations still have access 

to lists of user information—whether the 

individual wants to allow it or not 

(Langone). In an ever-growing, 

technological age, fingerprints are finding 

new ways to appear and expose us. 
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can say that what they made is finished but also proclaim to the world that what they made is 

“good.”  

 

With a planet full of creatures living, breathing, thinking, feeling with the free will to act on their 

own, I wonder if God views everything His creation does as “good.” 

 

I wonder why the same guy who said that eternal life is knowing “the only true God, and Jesus 

Christ” who He sent also said, “I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance” 

(John 17:3, Luke 5:32).  

 

Can I, a spot in the planet’s population, a blip in history, a hurricane of choices who affects those 

around me, clay in the Potter’s hands, one who is “fearfully and wonderfully made,” proclaim to 

know more than my Maker (Psalm 139:14)? Can those around me say the same?  

 

Can we, dots in the span of history, claim to know more than the One who would have lived 

through it all and even set it into motion? 

 

V. What if God was right all along when He warned us that we’d die if we lived against Him, 

apart from Him, in His absence (Genesis 2:17)? What if we are the ones who keep digging 

ourselves into holes that He warned us about?31 32 What if the world’s calamities are pieces of 

evidence of a fulfilled prophecy by the One who said that death would come into the world 

(Romans 5:12)? What if evil really is our fault?  

 

What if His allowance of evil has been to keep us alive?  

 

“For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. For one will 

scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to 

die—but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” 

(Romans 5:6-8). 

 

What if we are the ones to blame with sticky hands that keep getting in the way, and we just 

don’t want to admit it? What if we’re the ones who keep clawing at the heavens, streaking 

fingerprints on the stained-glass windows with smudge and grime and sweat so thick that we’re 

 
31 The catastrophic blast in Beirut on 4 August 2020 was found to be preventable and mainly due to governmental 

and human negligence (RNZ). 
32 Dr. Deborah Birx, White House Response Coordinator, noted on 27 March 2021 that hundreds of thousands of 

lives could have been saved from the COVID-19 pandemic if it weren’t for institutional incompetency (Espinoza). 

We are bodies made of systems and organs and muscles and tissues and cells and DNA and 

molecules and atoms and protons and neutrons and electrons.  Though all of these pieces are 

connected, none are actually touching. Theoretical physicist, Dr. Michio Kaku says, “When 

the electrons come within a very small distance of each other, they begin to repel each other. 

And that’s why things appear to be solid when they actually are not” (qtd. in We Can’t Touch 

Anything). In other words, we don’t truly touch anything. And yet, our fingerprints are 

everywhere, smudging everything. 
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blocking the view? How we paint the glass with the very same malice and envy and deception 

and hatred that we despise others for? That the answer to the question about why God left us is 

right in front of us, but we keep putting our hands in front of our eyes? What if we’re pointing 

our fists and fingers at the wrong one? 

 

“What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has endured with much 

patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, in order to make known the riches of his 

glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory?” (Romans 9:22-23). 

 

What if God has allowed evil not because He isn’t powerful enough to conquer it, 

not because He isn’t loving enough to stop it, 

not because He’s not smart enough to handle it, 

but because He wanted to save us from the beginning? 

Because He loves us? 

And because He loves us, He allows us (and our evil) to continue? 

But not forever? 

He’d kill what is truly good to atone for our evil? 

A true horror? 

 

When Jesus cries out to God, “Why have you forsaken me?” I think He knew the answer (Matt. 

27:46). After being recorded to have never said a hateful word, committed a selfish act, or gone 

against what God said was “good,” Jesus was murdered through an unjust legal process. As He 

hangs from a tree, I don’t think His cry out to God is an actual plea. I don’t think He was angrily 

or desperately asking God why He was having an injustice be done against Him. That would go 

against everything He said about the Father’s and his relationship up until that point (John 14:6, 

John 10:30, John 11:25-26). I think He asked it for the people watching him dying and those who 

would eventually read about it. I think He said it so that people might consider why God was 

forsaking Him.  

That a good God was allowing an innocent man to die.  

That a good God was allowing a part of Himself to die.  

That a righteous God was allowing true evil to occur in the world.  

That God was forsaking His beloved, sinless Son because He wanted to have a relationship with 

those who would question Him.  

Jesus wanted us to remember what he was doing. How he was bearing every evil thought I had, 

every insult I said, every curse I uttered, every disgustful look I gave, every hateful heartbeat, 

every selfish intention, every lustful desire, every wicked part of me.  

 

Every part that wasn’t him.  

 

How he took it all if I simply believed in him to do it for me (John 6:39). 

How by God’s generosity through faith in His Son and not in my own handiwork I am given life 

(Eph. 2:8-9).  

How He took all of my words and thoughts and actions as His own before the Father, so that I 

might go before the Father without those spots of sin that exposed me with a leprosy that He so 

easily healed others from (Matt. 8:1-4).  

How I can get it all as a gift (Eph. 2:8). 
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So that I could approach my merciful God with a 

blank slate. So that I could go before the Molder 

and say, “You have made me. I am Your clay” 

(Romans 9:20-21). 

 

How God immediately answered Jesus’ question. 

How “the curtain of the temple,” the physical 

representation of humanity’s separation from the 

Father because of their sin and His holiness, “was 

torn in two, from top to bottom” (Matt. 27:51). 

How our separation was now obliterated because of 

Christ’s sacrifice.  

And how God offered us a way to know Him by 

raising His Son from the dead (Matt. 28:9-10).  

A demonstration that evil is real and that Christ 

bore it. 

A demonstration that God is real by Christ’s life. 

An explanation for why God allows evil: because 

we are here. 

 

It’s not that Hume and Epicurus’ question is taking 

things too far. I think it’s that they’re not taking it 

far enough. If God is good and wouldn’t allow evil, 

why would He allow me to live? If He really can 

quote every statement with every comma and 

period and dash I’ve ever written, if He can really know every one of my thought bubbles that 

lavishes in my mind, and if He can pinpoint every act I have ever done, then why does He keep 

me? If He is really perfect and holy and righteousness itself, then why would He permit my 

existence? Why would He allow me to keep smudging His canvas? 

 

“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). 

  

I’ve not had many, but I knew what was 

happening to me when I was having a 

panic attack in 2020. My lungs couldn’t 

get enough oxygen. I was clawing for 

something that I couldn’t reach. I knew 

that the thing to do would be to just 

ground myself with something real.  

Instead of panicking over hypotheticals on 

how I could correct my wrong, just focus 

on something actual. The closest thing I 

could find were my fingertips. My looped 

fingerprints. The most common type 

apparently (Hospitál). How the ridges 

look like canyons so deep that Luke 

Skywalker could fly through and destroy a 

Death Star. How even though there were 

distinct caverns, my fingers still felt 

smooth. I looked at all ten and noticed 

how all five on my left hand looped to the 

right. But on my right hand, all but my 

index finger looped to the left. While all 

my fingers pointed inward, my dominant 

hand’s pointer finger points back to me. 

Exposing me.  
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Prelude 

 

 

n the beginning, I always 

wondered what “The hills are 

alive with the sound of 

music” could mean.  

Who exactly was singing? 

What were they singing?  

Why were they singing? 

 

 For the first, long, arduous, nine 

months after I was born, my Mom couldn’t 

put me down without me crying. She finally 

was able to when I was somehow enraptured 

by this singing in some Austrian hills. 

Richard Rogers’ initial score to The Sound of 

Music blended with the elevated camera-

shots of the Alps sung to my soul. I was 

captivated. More than any children’s song or 

mother’s lullaby, I was entranced by these 

Austrian hills. Despite it being two-hours-

and-fifty-five-minutes long and me hardly 

being ten-months-old, I would watch it on 

repeat. It became a staple. I learned how to 

mouth out syllables, form words, attempt 

notes, and eventually sing along with the Von 

Trapp children how the hills were indeed 

alive. How the grassy hilltops feathered 

beneath the wind. How the Austrian 

mountains were the steady baseline, 

establishing a sense of permanency, 

steadiness, fortitude. How the church bells 

rung along with the melody. With each passing year, I paid attention to every step that Maria 

took—from her running through the abbey’s courtyard and skipping along with the children 

through the towns to her waltzing through the aspen trees at the beginning of the film. Though 

only a child, I recognized that when the Von Trapp children sang their “do-re-mi’s” atop the 

Austrian hills that there was a spirit of vitality in this movie. Maria was alive. The children were 

alive. The music was alive. We all were alive. 

 

⸙⸙⸙ 

 

 Twenty-five years later, I beheld how the beginning of Terrence Mallick’s A Hidden Life 

begins with similar, musical undertones. After providing brief, historical footage of Nazi 

Germany assembling beyond the Austrian mountains, the movie starts with a particular melody. 

Combining filmography with music, Mallick paints a scene where we’re given individual 

I 
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snapshots that comprise the Austrian orchestra for the film. Birds chirping a staccato tune. The 

sound of a farmer, Franz Jägerstätter, cutting his family’s field. His wife Franziska, “Fani,” 

sharpening her scythe to join him. Bells tinkle in their barn, where a cow moos and drools. One 

of the waterfalls of the St. Radegund mountains hushing the valley below. Various villagers 

welcoming and greeting one another in German. Chickens clucking in the barn. Franz sweeping 

the church and tolling the bells that echo through the Austrian valleys. Over the mountains. Up 

through the clouds.  

 

 My favorite song happens nine minutes, twenty-seven seconds into this two-hour-and-

fifty-four-minute film when Franz, Fani, and their daughters play a grounded version of Marco 

Polo on a hillside overlooking the Austrian valley below. Blindfolded, smiling Franz outstretches 

his arms to say “Marco” to which Fani responds “Polo” by clanking a wooden spoon on a metal 

cup. The family laughs as they try to evade one another’s touch in the midst of creation. Each 

step, stumble, and chuckle signify their togetherness. Their family. Their vitality. 

 

⸙⸙⸙ 

 

 As a child, I understood the main tension of the movie to be between Maria and the 

Captain. The creepy guys who kept saluting with their right arms in the air might have meant 

something. I don’t know. They didn’t interest me. I preferred the upbeat songs, the outdoor 

songs, the singalong songs. The ones about hills and goats and learning how to sing.  

  

 I remember hearing the VHS tape buzz as I would fast-forward through the Mother of the 

Abbey singing about climbing some mountain. “Edelweiss” got the same treatment. The slow 

songs weren’t my jam. I didn’t understand their importance.  

 

 But I came to notice that the Von Trapp kids always became less excited as the movie 

went on. Something was troubling them. We were the same age, but I couldn’t figure out why 

they were upset. Maria was their new-mother. Their father finally started singing again. What 

could be wrong? 

 

⸙⸙⸙ 

 

“I thought that we could build our nest high up, and the trees.  

Fly away, like birds to the mountains” – Franz (00:01:27). 

 

“How simple life was then.  

It seemed no trouble could reach our valley.” – Franziska (00:6:24). 

 

 The mountains that scale above Franz and Franziska are a character all on their own. In 

fact, the whole landscape lends itself to be personified. Mallick dedicates the first one-hour-and-

ten-minutes to the characters predominantly being outside. Free. Husband and wife lie in the 

fields with their hands woven together underneath humming clouds. We spend time watching a 

river rush by. We watch the Jägerstätters all work with their hands. Deep into the soil. The 

wheat. The earth. As they look down, we viewers are positioned to always look up. 
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 In fact, the angles of the film demand it to be so. Instead of approaching the actors with 

the camera at eye-level, Mallick drops the camera low, pointing it upward. The characters are 

always covered by immense mountains and skyscapes that engulf them. The men and women of 

the film aren’t alone. They are accompanied by the mountains, the trees, the meadows, the rocks, 

the cliffsides, the clouds, the world of the Alps themselves. 

 

 At forty-six minutes, we dig our hands deeper into the lush grass of these mountains to 

anchor ourselves to this world as we softly hear someone angrily shouting something in German 

through a muffled radio.  

 

⸙⸙⸙ 

 

 Having re-watched the film, I better understand the actual threat lurking behind the Von 

Trapp family. Hans Zeller, the Nazi co-patriot and budding representative, wasn’t going to let 

Maria or the Captain or any of the Von Trapp kids keep singing silly songs in the mountains 

without doing their job. Their duty. Their obligation to the growing party of Germany. If they 

wanted to keep singing, they’d have to submit to Zeller’s and Hitler’s new view of the world.  

 

 Passively discussing the sudden, impending rise of Nazism, the Captain’s friend says, 

“What’s going to happen is going to happen. Just make sure it doesn’t happen to you.” 

 “Max, don’t you ever say that again,” the Captain snaps. “You must help it.” 

 

 The tension of the movie is one about responsibility. A responsibility to take care of 

one’s family. A responsibility to not necessarily sing the same tune as everyone else. A 

responsibility to follow one’s conscience.  

 

⸙⸙⸙ 

 

 Neither Franz nor we audiences get to enjoy the Jägerstätter’s Edenic home for very long. 

Nazis were coming. At first, Jägerstätter conformed to Germany’s recruitment of Austrian men. 

He even went to training. But as he learned about what they were for and what he would have to 

do, his spirit grew unsettled. He couldn’t, wouldn’t follow the Nazi regime that so blatantly 

contradicted his conscience.  

 

 But how? How would Franz protect his family from the Nazis? How could go against his 

entire town and be the only man to not fight for his country? How could he kill an innocent life 

and stand before God? 

 

 Seeking counsel, he listens to an artist, painting in the church. While touching up the 

frescos of the apostles, saints, and Christ, the painter makes a comment of supposed Christians of 

the time: “We create admirers. We don’t create followers. Christ’s life is a demand. You don’t 

want to be reminded of it.”  

  

 The next scene is of Franz committing to his decision to not conform to the Nazi regime 

by condemning Hitler in public, as God thunders storm clouds from above. 
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⸙⸙⸙ 

 

 At the end of the movie, Maria heads back up to the mountains where she first started 

singing. But we can imagine she’s singing a new song. We hear a choir singing “Climb Every 

Mountain,” as the Von Trapps scale the Austrian mountaintops and evade the Nazi’s clutch. 

They protest against the regime. They hike to what matters. They live happily ever after. I enjoy 

rewinding and hitting “Play” again. 

 

⸙⸙⸙ 

 

 On March 2nd, 1943, Franz reported to his military station to announce his refusal to 

fight. He was immediately arrested for sedition against Hitler and willingly brought to prison. 

His new residence is a small cage with individuals who have not bathed or eaten or breathed 

fresh air seemingly in years. A droning metronome ticks each passing minute. He is later brought 

to a new cell where he is habitually harassed, beaten, spat on. For some moments, he can spend 

some time outside—a four-walled, barb-wired-enclosed yard to walk circles in. But he never 

encounters another rolling hill. For the remaining two-hours-and-forty-minutes, Franz is stuck 

inside, waiting for six months to die. 

 

⸙⸙⸙ 

 

 How do we make sense of the world, when the world seems to always want to destroy 

itself? How do we follow along with individuals who think they’re doing what’s right, but they 

have nothing to base it off of? How do enjoy the particulars, when we’re caused to question 

everything? 

 

 A Hidden Life is based off the real life of Franz Jägerstätter, who wrote letters to his wife 

just like in the movie. In these letters, his spirit seems unwavering.  

 When writing to his wife on March 5th, he states, “It was not easy to stick with my 

decision. It may become even more difficult. But I trust in God to let me know if it would be 

better for me to do something different” (83). As also depicted in the movie, Franz has a difficult 

time imagining to live against the One who provided him the idyllic world he lived in. To go 

against God is to go against “eternal salvation” (83). Afterall, “this world’s suffering will quickly 

pass” (83).  

 For Jägerstätter, to live is not necessarily to merely enjoy the world. To cherish the songs 

of the grass or the rivers or the clouds or the soil. Those are beautiful and point to the One who 

made such melodies. But to enjoy them by themselves is not enough. Life isn’t in the world, but 

the One who made it. 

 One month into prison, he writes, “You know, dear wife, that I do not engage in this 

struggle in order to make my life wonderful. As long as God’s grace does not abandon me and I 

do not lose my faith, nothing can be unfortunate. If our hearts are often sad, nevertheless we 

know indeed that our sadness will be changed to joy. If we could extend our lives to one hundred 

years, this would still not be half a second in relation to eternity. Yet we human beings 

sometimes act as though the opposite were the case” (95). Mallick depicts a similar, though not 

word-for-word sentiment during a scene when Franz is being beaten by pompous, Nazi guards.  
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 A year before his imprisonment, Jägerstätter wrote some essays on the movement of God 

in his life. One he titled “Is There Still a God?” He states,  

“It will not be that God will arrive in order to extirpate evil and the evildoers and then 

that everything will continue to run its course. To be sure, God will come among us but 

with great power and glory…Christ has done penance for the guilt of our sins and 

expiated us. As a result, all of us who accept Christ’s teaching and who live according to 

it can become eternally blessed.” (188) 

Though he lived in on a farm in the Austrian hills that was practically paradise, he did not 

consider it salvation. Though he experienced light and nature and its beauties all around him, he 

did not consider it enough. Though he experienced hurt and pain and persecution and injustice 

from the outside world, he did not consider it enough to uproot his foundation. Though he would 

die for his belief, he did not consider such antagonism as a reason to doubt his God. About three 

months before his execution, he wrote, “It is also a grace of God when one can suffer for his 

faith” (117).  

 In all things, Jägerstätter seemed to have found vitality, meaning, “the point of life” in 

God. He writes, “Dearest wife, if we should find ourselves anxious about the future, we must not 

forget the thought that God has preserved us and favored us and will not abandon us, and we 

must not grow weary of our struggle for heaven” (97). To be alive is to know God. Such a 

sentiment works in conjunction with a Bible verse Jägerstätter likely would have read:  

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside 

every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that 

is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy 

that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right 

hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:1-2). 

Jägerstätter understood it that to know life is to know God. But to know God is to actively fight 

against the temptations of the world. The way to persevere is to look to “the founder and 

perfecter of our faith” (Heb. 12:2).  

 The way one enjoys the music of the grass and the hills and the riverbeds is to know the 

One who made it: “The heavens declare the glory of God, / and the sky above proclaims his 

handiwork” (Psalm 19). 

 The way one endures the harsh chords of deceit and malice and strife and sin is to know 

the One who lives apart from it: “Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing 

worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and 

count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a 

righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, 

the righteousness from God that depends on faith” (Philippians 3:8-9). 

 The way one presses on, regardless of all of the good and bad and fun and horrifying and 

righteous and evil events in the world, is by trusting in the One who plans to show them the 

meaning of it all: “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and 

not for evil, to give you a future and a hope” (Jeremiah 29:11).  

 

⸙⸙⸙ 

 

 I look back on the very first thing that caught my attention in life. A single note. A 

helicopter shot over some Austrian mountains. A voice atop a mountain that I had never been to 

before, singing that “the hills are alive with the sound of music.”  
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 I look back and wonder if that was an accident. 

 Apophenia? 

 Or if it actually has meaning.  

 If so, who brought it meaning? 

 Me? I don’t think so. I have hard enough of a time planning out how I’m going to draw 

something.  

 I think it’s from another artist.  

 An artist who plans everything. An artist who paints everything in just the right space. 

Not in a way that we might think it. Not in a way may even think best. Not from our perspective. 

But in a way that He can see. From a perspective He knows. From a God’s-eye-view. One who 

knows the best way to paint the picture, even when we disagree. 

 So, what do we do with all of this? How do we encounter these moments from 

childhood? How do we appreciate these friendships gone by? How do we acknowledge the pain 

of a community? How do we uncover meaning in all living things? How do we differentiate the 

differences between what is right and wrong? How do we learn the song to sing to the Someone 

who knows every melody?  

 I think we can start by asking the One who sang the first song. 

 And I think we find where that song is, if we sing like Maria, “Let’s start at the very 

beginning, a very good place to start.”  

So, “In the beginning, God…” (Gen. 1:1). 
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