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2 Poetry as feminist research 
methodology in the study  
of female faith

Nicola Slee

Introduction

Elsewhere, I have written of the ways in which I employ poetry as a means 
of theological exploration and reflection,1 but until now I have not reflected 
on the use of poetry within qualitative research methodology. In this chapter, 
I reflect on my use of poetic forms of analysis in my study of women’s faith 
lives2 (conducted some twenty years ago) and discuss how I am developing 
new forms of poetic analysis as an interpretative lens to re-read the original 
data. The discussion is focused around a pilot study of one specific case, that of 
Meg,3 a participant in my original study with whom I have maintained inter-
mittent contact and whose transcript offered rich potential for analysis. One of 
the first cohort of women accepted for training for ordination in the Church 
of England, Meg’s transcript provides a fascinating glimpse into the power 
dynamics operative in the church at that time, as well as the costly personal 
journey of women seeking recognition of their priestly calling. This case study 
thus combines methodological innovation and reflection with commentary 
on a significant moment in recent feminist history, particularly within English 
Anglicanism. While the primary focus is on research methods and methodology –  
specifically, how poetry may contribute to analysis of and engagement with 
women’s faith lives – the data is also of significance in its own right for the light 
it sheds on recent feminist struggles within the church.

Despite a resurgence of academic and popular interest in the relation 
between theology and poetry,4 Heather Walton notes that ‘poetics and practi-
cal theology do not enjoy an easy relationship’.5 Practical theologians, Walton 
suggests, tend to distrust poetics’ attention to ‘the exotic, the beautiful, the 
tragic, the unknown, and the unnameable’6 in favour of a commitment to 
the values of rationality, order, morality and practical forms of wisdom and 
action. Walton evidences exceptions to this mutual suspicion, however, noting 
how feminist practical theologians in particular have been advocates for poetic 
modes of reflection, recognizing poetry’s capacity for prophetic speech that 
can help to dismantle the power structures of patriarchal religion. She refers to 
Bonnie Miller-McLemore’s ‘poetics of resistance’,7 Rebecca Chopp’s ‘poetics  
of testimony’8 and Riet Bons-Storm’s ‘unstories’, which abused women have 
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not had heard or validated9 as examples of such use of poetics to ‘express 
unique events or experiences outside the representation of modern rational 
discourses’,10 and thus make the unspeakable speakable. Walton’s own work 
should also be added to the list. Employing ‘experimental forms of pastoral 
poetics through writing that is deeply metaphoric and reflexive’,11 Walton 
draws on life writing, journaling and other forms of creative writing to revi-
sion both academic and religious traditions in prophetic and liberating ways.12 
My work joins forces with these, and other, feminist practical theologians in 
the pursuit of prophetic and resistant discourse.

Qualitative researchers as poets

While few qualitative researchers describe themselves as poets (some do), a 
growing number are employing poetry as a method of research, and there is a 
flourishing literature on poetry as research method.13 Poetry may be used dur-
ing data collection as a stimulus for focus groups or individual interviews,14 as a 
means of organizing, presenting and analysing data at transcription and writing 
up stages,15 and as a medium in which to reflect on findings and practise reflex-
ivity.16 Poetry has been used in a wide range of research studies, particularly 
to give prominence to the voices and experiences of participants in marginal-
ized groups, settings or contexts.17 The poetic medium enables a condensed 
and accessible summary of content in the presentation of research findings to 
audiences who may not respond well to academic discourse, and can permit 
an ongoing dialogue with research participants in a medium more accessible 
than scholarly writing. The concern in such research to foreground previously 
ignored individuals and groups resonates with classic feminist concerns to hear 
into speech the voices and lives of women.

Poets as ethnographers and researchers of the human spirit

While social scientific researchers make use of poetry as a means of examining 
human and social life, poets employ techniques that come close to ethno-
graphic and qualitative methods of research, though they may not recognize 
the similarity. Many poets utilize the so-called ‘found’ poem18 – taking text 
that already exists in the world (in newspapers, street signs, graffiti and so on) 
and turning it into poetry, in similar fashion to the work of ethnographers who 
take what already exists in the social world and turn it into text.19 The dramatic 
monologue, used by many contemporary poets, presents the voice of a charac-
ter, real or imagined, as authentically as possible, in poetic form. A number of 
poets have engaged in more extended ethnographic projects, in ways that blur 
the boundary between art and social science. Muriel Rukeyser’s 1938 The Book 
of the Dead represents an ethnography of a West Virginia mining town where 
the miners were dying of lung disease due to unsafe working conditions.20 
Rukeyser interviewed miners, their families, union and company officials, and 
wrote a suite of poems widely regarded as one of the major sequences of 
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American modernism. More recently, the English poet Alice Oswald travelled 
the length and breadth of the river Dart in her native Devon for three years, 
interviewing people who lived on or by the river, weaving their stories along-
side mythic narratives of dyads and naiads into her long narrative poem, Dart.21 
In the variety of these forms, there is a shared commitment to represent the 
other as faithfully as possible, in their own words and voices, and a concern to 
create empathy, even for the most unlikely or alien other.

Employing poetry to revisit data from my study of  
women’s faith

In my earlier study of women’s faith development,22 I drew upon my interests 
and skills as a poet in a number of ways when transcribing and analysing the 
data, though at the time I was not aware of other studies employing poetry as 
research methodology. When transcribing, I adapted Chase’s23 method of set-
ting out the verbal data in ‘speech spurts’ as a way to ‘reflect the original richness 
and complexity of the data’,24 recognizing that ‘nobody talks in prose’25 and 
that converting interview data to prose is, to some degree, to do violence to 
it. In analysing the data, I paid particular attention to linguistic features of the 
interviews such as metaphor, voice, hesitation, repetition and so on, in order 
to bring to light the artistry of the data and to ‘invite new levels of engage-
ment that are both cognitive and emotional’.26 Nevertheless, I was conscious 
of the potential within the interview data for a much more extensive analysis 
than I was able, at that time, to accomplish. More recently, in the light of my 
discovery of the use of poetry within qualitative research, I have returned to 
the original data in order to experiment with new methods of poetic analysis. 
Whereas in the original research, I employed a largely thematic, cross-sectional 
approach to analysis (while seeking to remain alert to differences, tensions and 
contradictions within the data), I am now using a case study approach, going 
back to individual transcripts and examining the depth and detail of the mate-
rial in each woman’s narrative. I am still at an early stage of analysis and this 
chapter therefore represents work in progress, reporting on a pilot study aimed 
at testing out the potential for poetic analysis and engagement.

In what follows, I report on the development of a series of poetic analyses 
of material from one interview transcript in an endeavour to demonstrate the 
potential of poetic analysis in researching female faith.27 While I selected Meg’s 
transcript as the first participant whose material I decided to re-analyse initially 
for the practical reason that I knew how to re-establish contact with her and 
seek permission to revisit the old data, I have since come to recognize that 
there are deeper motives at work in my choice to re-engage with this particu-
lar narrative. Meg and I attended the same university (where we met), studied 
with many of the same teachers and were both involved in similar Christian 
societies and activities. While both committed Anglicans and feminists, we 
made different life choices. Where Meg went on to train for priestly ministry, 
I have remained an active lay member of the church. Where Meg married and 
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had children, I remained single for many years and childless. I suspect that, 
in returning to her narrative, I was making an unconscious decision to revisit 
some of these life choices and to examine them in the company of someone 
who had made a parallel but different journey. At a later stage in the process of 
data analysis (described below), I wrote a series of poems in response to Meg’s 
narrative, and pondered:

What brought me back to your story
amongst all the others I could have chosen?

The poem continues:

I am reading for sameness and also acknowledging difference
looking for a bridge across the shared story that separates us

It goes on to ask:

Could we find a way to connect and distinguish
our mutual but separate ministries and misery?

This excerpt from one of my poems demonstrates the way in which I began to 
use poetry to interrogate the data and my own re-engagement with it, and to 
bring myself more overtly into the frame of the research. But this is to antici-
pate a later stage of the analysis. Let me now describe the various sequences of 
the data analysis.

In my original study, I set the transcripts out in speech spurts, largely with-
out punctuation, in order better to approximate patterns of speech. The text 
thus resembles poetry more closely than prose. In returning to Meg’s transcript, 
I took this process a stage further by selecting a number of smaller episodes, 
narratives and voices within the transcript and turning them into poems, or 
perhaps more accurately, ‘poem-like’ representations or ‘research poems’.28 
The intention in doing so was to stay with Meg’s own words, using only what 
she had spoken within the interview, but to select, edit out and shape particu-
lar narratives into discrete poems, in an effort to allow the data to speak more 
directly and fluently on the page. For example, here is a section of the original 
transcript, from the beginning of the interview in which Meg talked about her 
present experience of faith in light of a recent move to a new parish:

4 M having moved here
 things are very much in transition really
 but for the last four years
 as you know
 have been incredibly
 a very dry period
5 N Right
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6 M and that I mean
 actually working
 to provide a spiritual focus
 for a group that was dwindling and
 literally dying
 in a building that was literally dying
 was very kind of stripping really
 Um [p] and I suppose the kind of
 Mother Julian thing of ‘all shall be well’
 you know actually just holding on
 to something at the centre
 and thinking
 ‘There’s something’ but you know
 not always sure what
7 N Right
8 M Emm [p] so that it’s
 it’s felt like kind of being underground and [p]
 you know when is this bulb going to emerge?
 Like when you plant snowdrops
 and you don’t see anything for about three years
 and then suddenly you get this little
 tiny little snowdrop and I think I feel like I’m
 I’m the green shoot at the moment
 that’s actually beginning to come up29

The transcript seeks to remain as close to the verbal data as possible, record-
ing every spoken word (including speech fillers such as ‘um’, ‘you know’ 
and ‘I mean’, repeated words, incomplete sentences and pauses). This was 
important for the original analysis so that I could study the quality and pro-
cess of the exchange, as well as the content, paying attention to such features 
as hesitation, repetition, stammering or emphasis as a clue to Meg’s narrative. 
While staying close to the living speech-act, however, such transcription 
methods may impede the power and immediacy of the narrative and detract 
from the accessibility of the data; hence the endeavour to convert sections 
of the data into research poems, which would make a more immediate 
impact. A number of writers have argued, with Richardson, that ‘poetry 
can re-create embodied speech in a way that standard sociological prose 
does not’.30 I experimented with taking extracts of Meg’s transcript and, 
while using only her words, deleting potentially distracting features such as 
the para-linguistic ‘umms’, ‘ahhs’ and repetitions. I chose excerpts from the 
transcript that appeared to possess strong thematic cohesion, arranged the 
text in a format approximating to poetic form (for instance, using lines of 
similar length arranged in couplets), and gave each ‘poem’ a title. Here is a 
poem composed of transcript material from the beginning of the interview 
(including some of the above transcript excerpt):
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Snowdrop emerging: reflections of a woman priest

The last few years – a very dry period
the dryness of being alone

Working to provide a spiritual focus
for a group that was dwindling and dying

Still get up on a Sunday morning and
preach the Easter stuff

Moments of getting to the brink
‘What are you doing with your life?’

I’m not experiencing it but the truth never deserted me
That was the call

Like being underground
when is the bulb going to emerge?

Like when you plant snowdrops
and don’t see anything for about three years

Suddenly you get this tiny little snowdrop
I’m the green shoot beginning to come up

Even in the most negative and dry absence
there is still a presence

There’s a core at the centre of me
something very deep like a seed

Will it wither before it blooms?
I am trusting it but there’s always fragility

In returning to Meg’s transcript, I was newly struck by her use of the metaphor of 
the underground bulb that puts out life several years after it has been planted, as an 
analogy with her own fragile but resilient faith. A persistent theme in her interview 
was the struggle to maintain hope and faith amid adversity, gender discrimination, 
suffering and despair. This poem seeks to capture the struggle, the sense of forces of 
life and death weighed in the balance, the precariousness yet persistence of Meg’s 
own faith and the triumph of hope represented in the emergence of the snowdrop.31

Having composed the above poem, I was immediately aware of the selec-
tivity and partiality of its representation of the data. This is an issue faced by 
all qualitative researchers in their analysis, selection and representation of data, 
regardless of how they present the data. In selecting excerpts of transcripts to 
quote against other excerpts that do not receive attention, the researcher is 
exercising the power of choice and using data to make a case or highlight one 
feature over another. This is no less true when the means of data analysis is 
poetic; indeed, the use of poetic means of analysis may concentrate the selectivity in 
a heightened form. A poem takes its power and meaning from myriad choices 
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the poet makes, either consciously or unconsciously. Where the poem begins 
and ends, the system of images and metaphors employed, the metre and rhyme 
scheme, the choice and combination of particular word sounds, the voice of 
the poem – all of these contribute to the overall impact and meaning. Thus in 
the above poem, I endeavoured to reflect the delicate paradox and tension of 
hope and despair, resilience and fragility, that seemed to be at the heart of Meg’s 
narrative. Yet it would be quite possible to represent the same data in a differ-
ent form in order to convey a different outcome, to tip the balance one way or 
the other towards hope or despair, triumph or failure. Here is a reworking of 
the same material, compressing and omitting some of the material from the first 
poem and adding in some data from later in the interview:

Under siege: the experience of ministry

Working to provide a spiritual focus
for a group that was dwindling and dying

Still get up on a Sunday morning and
preach the Easter stuff

Moments of getting to the brink
‘What are you doing with your life?’

I’m not experiencing it
but the truth never deserted me

Having to hold the experience myself
holding on to something

Like being underground
when is the bulb going to emerge?

I was the go-between, containing
[doing] the motherhood thing

Under siege, dried out
going through the motions, keeping it going

Living on a shoestring
keeping each other sane

years of resources dragged out of us

While this poem retains the image of the underground bulb, it omits the devel-
opment of that metaphor in the extended reflection on snowdrops emerging 
years later after their original planting. In addition, the image of the bulb is 
now set within a wider frame of harsher, less obviously hopeful images such as 
‘getting to the brink’, being ‘dried out’, ‘living on a shoestring’ and so on. The 
poem ends on a bleak note and the title, ‘under siege’, suggests something very 
different from ‘snowdrop emerging’.
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Which of these poems more authentically reflects Meg’s sense of vocation, 
ministry and faith? Both poems are composed entirely of Meg’s own words 
drawn from the interview, yet arranged in different ways by the researcher-
poet (me). Whereas the first poem uses material from the beginning of the 
interview, the second poem draws more widely on material from across  
the transcript. I have given only two examples of reworking the data, but the  
possibility of representing data in different poetic forms is potentially endless. 
The point is that there is not one, or even two narrative voices or interpretative 
lenses at work in this transcript, but several. In the interview, Meg was work-
ing with her own questions about how far she could continue to hold on to her 
sense of self and faith, as well as her commitment to marriage and family life and 
a meaningful priestly ministry, in the context of prolonged struggle and in the 
face of opposition from church hierarchy and parishioners. At times she spoke 
hopefully and at other times there was a sense of weariness and exhaustion. By 
creating a series of poems, I tried to give voice to the diverse perspectives and 
narrative lines that exist in uneasy tension within the one transcript. It would 
be perfectly possible to do this in prose, but the poetic form may concentrate 
and intensify the different narrative voices in a peculiarly effective fashion. As 
Jean Rath has argued in her use of poetry to script meaningful research texts 
with rape crisis workers, the poetic scripting

resists the desire for analytic certainty, decentering both the texts of 
researcher/author and the texts of participants. It foregrounds the negotia-
tion of meaning between researcher and participants, and invites the reader 
into the text in order to take part in this.32

At the point of my interview with Meg, the Church of England had only 
just endorsed women’s priestly orders and remained highly ambivalent towards 
women priests – particularly young, clever women such as her. Meg’s story 
was one of repeated experiences of gendered discrimination, exclusion, infan-
tilization and abuse, whether intentional or, more frequently, the result of 
unconscious bias and centuries old androcentrism. As one of the first cohort 
of women accepted for training for priesthood in the Church of England, her 
dilemma was not merely personal, but mirrored the situation of a whole gen-
eration of women who went on to become pioneering priests (or, in some 
cases, left the church and priesthood altogether). The interview contained many 
reflections on and readings of gender, rooted in her personal, familial experience 
as well as the processes of selection, training and ordination she had undergone. 
She had been introduced to the church by her grandmother and associated 
church with a warm, feminine, familial space that provided an alternative to 
her chaotic and disruptive family. On the other hand, many of her experiences 
of selection, training and seeking a first curacy were governed by androcentric 
norms, and were associated for her with coercive male power, reinforcing a 
problematic and abusive relationship with her father. These various gendered 
associations with church, pulling in opposite directions, were scattered throughout 
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the interview rather than focused in any one place. I brought them together in 
two brief poetic statements, using Meg’s own words, representing feminine and 
masculine associations with church and priesthood respectively:

Feminine associations with church/priesthood

My first memory of being in church
going with my grandmother

Going into that building was going into somewhere good
I associated her with that building

Church was a very important place
because my home was a disruptive and chaotic place

A very abusive place
church became a safe place, my safe haven

The woman superintendent of the Sunday school
half adopted me

She took me to a Deanery Synod meeting
I remember her saying ‘This is for you’

They were debating the ordination of women
‘This is for you’

I hadn’t ever met a woman who worked in church
women weren’t even allowed to dust in the sanctuary

Masculine associations with church/priesthood

There was a calling
but it was like being menaced by something

A Selector asking questions like
‘Why wasn’t a woman like me at home having babies?’

Living on a shoestring
trying to beg borrow from charities

Didn’t look like I was going to get a job
interview after interview

One emotional trauma after the next
there were no resources – we were down to peanuts

The morning of the cesarean when Sophia was born
my parents came in – there was something in my father’s look

I’d repressed a lot of the stuff that had gone on
between me and my father as a child
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Having employed poetry as a means of analysing and representing the different 
voices and perspectives present within her transcript, I then used poetry as a means 
of interpreting and ‘talking back’ to Meg’s story. At this point, I began using my 
own poetic voice to give shape to questions and hunches about the narrative and 
to continue a dialogue that I might have engaged face to face but did not have the 
opportunity to do so. This process represents a more upfront personal dialogue 
with the interview data than I had engaged in my original study where, although 
my own experience and concerns were by no means absent, they were less overtly 
expressed. The use of poetry to engage with Meg’s narrative now permitted a 
more direct, emotionally engaged and interrogative style of commentary that 
would not have been appropriate in the earlier study. This style of more personal 
engagement may have been elicited because a case study approach in itself reveals 
far more of the life story and personal reflections of the interviewee than a more 
thematic approach, and thus may invite a more sustained personal response.

I found myself writing poems that were attempts to bring to the sur-
face some of the gendered dynamics at work in the transcript, bringing to 
voice and visibility the discrimination, misogyny and abuse (psychological 
and possibly physical/sexual, although this was not made clear in the inter-
view), which ran like underwater currents throughout the entire interview 
but were not always directly named. At the same time, I wanted to endorse 
and applaud the courage, resilience and determination that were evident in 
Meg’s narrative and that kept her engaged in the struggle to be accepted for 
priestly ministry in the church as the person she was. ‘Wanting it all’ affirms 
the largesse of Meg’s vision for priestly ministry and the resistance she faced 
from the institution of the church:

Wanting it all

As if being young, female and pretty were not enough
As if being working class and bright were not enough
(first generation of women to read theology at Cambridge)
 you wanted more

You wanted marriage, motherhood and ministry with your PhD
You insisted on producing babies one after the other
parading your leaky maternal body
in the hallowed cloisters of Cambridge
in the chaste spaces of the sanctuary
in the theological college lecture rooms
in the studies and church halls and sherry-drinking parlours
of clerics who’d carved out the rules over generations
who’d demarked the spaces
your body and mind defied

You took them all on, the rules that said

Women shall not be priests
Women shall not preside at the eucharist
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Women cannot be academics (minds too flimsy, distractable)
Women shall not work outside the home
taking the authority away from their husbands
If women wish to be mothers
let them fulfil their God-ordained role quietly at home
out of the sight of the public assembly

You would not obey their strictures or accept their authority
you wanted it all
you were greedy, unholy
your desires spurted out with your milk
fouling their snow white cassocks

The following poem, ‘Punishment’, reworks the same territory but is writ-
ten in the voice of the male authorities that Meg frequently experienced as 
constraining, controlling, withholding and punishing. While doubtless, as indi-
viduals, many of these male authorities perceived themselves to be merely 
doing their jobs and exercising appropriate pastoral care and discernment, the 
cumulative impact upon Meg of a whole series of impediments, put-downs 
and exclusionary practices was devastating. The poem is an attempt to name 
the systemic power of patriarchy that was operative, according to Meg’s under-
standing, in the church, and that transcends while subsuming the actions and 
intentions of individual actors (some of whom could, of course, have been 
women – although in the main they were not).

Punishment

We had to contain you.
You were a danger to everything we hold most sacred
masquerading as innocent female piety.

We had to constrain you.
As Adam mastered Eve, curbing her insatiable curiosity,
binding her voluptuous sensuality,

we put you in the basement with the nursing mothers
where no light would reach you,
your fertile bodies hidden.

We had to restrain you,
clawing back the resources we’d promised you,
threatening to withdraw your grant.

We had to punish you,
compelling you to travel hundreds of miles, pregnant, in winter,
chasing unsuitable appointments.

We had to make you wait, wear away your persistence
through a war of slow attrition,
death by a thousand qualifications,



48 Nicola Slee

watch the men you’d trained with enter first incumbencies,
while you held on through the humiliations and deprivations,
damp houses, low-paid, low-status curacies.

These poems of course represent my interpretations of Meg’s narrative. In 
many ways, the poems ‘big up’ or write large what were often implicit or par-
tially expressed thoughts and feelings within the transcript. Talking from her 
present experience of priestly ministry, still wrestling with challenges to her 
own authority and trying to find a way of expressing her priesthood authenti-
cally, Meg’s narrative was full of the tension of needing to name the powerful 
forces that resisted her priestly ministry and of hopeful determination to with-
stand them. I am conscious that I responded to her narrative with a certain 
‘outsider/insider’ ambivalence, which perhaps enabled me to name things I 
saw more directly and unambiguously than it may have been possible for Meg, 
at the time, to do. I was the researcher hearing her story but standing outside 
it, identifying strongly with many aspects of it, knowing at least some of the 
contexts she described quite intimately since they had also formed me. As a lay 
woman who had worked very closely with others over many years to cam-
paign for women’s priestly orders in the Church of England, I both identified 
with her journey and was conscious that I had taken a different path. In effect, 
I was reading between the lines of her narrative – as all data analysis must do – 
and bringing to consciousness and visibility things that were present in the data 
but, by being foregrounded and expressed in a particular voice, had a greater 
force and clarity than when embedded within the narrative itself.

The next poem makes this ‘reading between the lines’ explicit:

Reading between the lines

You didn’t say your father abused you
But ‘there was something in his look’
when he came into the recovery room.
You were on a drip and pinned down.
You spoke of flashbacks for months afterwards.

You didn’t say your mother failed you
but you felt like a freak, a zoo piece on show,
a money-maker who could look after her in old age.
That plan fell apart when you married
and took your potential earnings elsewhere.

You didn’t say the church abused you
but charted one incident after another
of calculated control, withdrawal of funding,
living under siege, getting to the brink,
one emotional trauma after the next.

You couldn’t say what it was doing to you
but calmly told how you put your hand through the window
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one morning, blood everywhere,
your husband bearing the brunt of your unspoken rage.
You tore up identical Valentine cards.

You didn’t say God had abandoned you
but something worse:
‘There was a kind of calling
but it was like being menaced by something’.
‘What kind of a God is this?’ you asked me.

I didn’t reply:
This God is a tyrant,
This God is an abuser,
This God wears the face of your father
and all those priests who hold the reins of power.

You didn’t say you could not withstand the violence,
you were going to have to get out.
That would come later
after being held at knifepoint by a desperate addict
after being held hostage by a second attacker

after being thrown into broken glass that could have severed an artery
after months of sickness of the body
and the terror unto death
until one day like any other you walked out the door
and never went back up the grave-strewn path.

I am aware that this poem raises ethical as well as methodological issues and that 
it is only permissible to publish such a poem with the full and explicit consent 
of my interviewee. The poem is mine, the voice is mine (though it makes 
use of a great deal of Meg’s narrated reflections), the interpretation is mine –  
and some might question whether it is legitimate for me, as the researcher, to 
bring into the limelight aspects of her story that Meg (deliberately?) kept in 
the shadows. By writing the poem, I have brought to consciousness aspects 
of Meg’s psychological and spiritual struggles that, at the time of the inter-
view, might have been profoundly damaging to articulate. That I have done 
so many years later, and in the knowledge that Meg has moved on from these 
earlier struggles and stands in a completely different relation to them (hav-
ing left the church and active priestly ministry a good number of years ago 
following a physical attack in the church and having established herself in a 
new community and professional role as a writer), does not entirely resolve 
the issues. Even if Meg herself is now in a place where it is safe for her to 
receive my poem, do I have the right to displace her own narrative by this 
formulation of my own?

Perhaps the only person who can answer this question is Meg herself. My 
own hope and intention is that, in so naming the realities that seemed to me 
to be at play in Meg’s narrative (and in that of countless other women priests),  
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the poems may have an empowering impact, not only on Meg herself, but 
on other readers. There is both rage and disbelief in my own voice in this 
poem as I chart the unspoken violence and abuse that Meg experienced at 
the hands of the church she longed to serve and to which she gave years 
of her life in a costly outpouring. The poem is offered as a protest against 
abusive patriarchal power and a witness to the women, such as Meg, who 
have paid dearly for their efforts to combat that power and model something 
different. Thus I offer it as an act of solidarity and advocacy, an attempt to 
share and bear – as little as I can – the suffering that Meg and other women 
priests of her generation have experienced. As poets themselves may exercise 
the priestly ministry of naming, bearing and witnessing to profound human 
experience – including suffering – so I see these poems as priestly offerings 
back to one courageous, wounded and transformed woman priest who is 
herself now also a poet (and perhaps would never have become one had she 
not left the church). Established as a writer and someone who works with 
others to encourage and bring to birth their creative gifts, Meg’s priesthood 
has metamorphosed into new forms and finds expression in alternative com-
munal contexts – yet is no less real for that.

While this is my interpretation and reading rather than hers, Meg herself 
both accepted and endorsed my interpretation when I sent her an earlier draft 
of this chapter. She responded with a poem of her own, a poem that picks 
up some of the imagery in her original interview and that I had used in my 
poems quoted above. This gift of a poem from Meg in response to my work 
was an unexpected development in my process of employing poetry as a 
means of data analysis, and suggests the possibility of giving the poetic voice 
and authority back to our research participants. The (almost) final word, 
then, belongs to Meg:

Holding to the light

for N, Christmas Eve, 2016

I’m the shoot still greening
wondering if I’ll wither
before I bloom

Christmas Eve
and the light has gone by three
no petals on the fragile stem

And I no longer preach
the Easter faith
yet Advent’s here – the hope, the fear

If there’s a bridge
it stretches from your spiel to mine
– those shared and separate ministries
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and misery –
it’s the story’s arc across
dry river bed

The call is silent now
No menace there
but absence –

yet your witness waits
holds tight the fear
bears hope

Conclusion

By their careful observation and listening, their painstaking work to represent 
the lived experience of the human other in all its ‘thickness’, particularity and 
nuance, the poet and qualitative researcher both testify to the value and signifi-
cance of human life and experience, holding up to the light lives that otherwise 
might remain hidden, unnoticed and marginalized. The very work of poetry 
and ethnography (broadly understood), when well done, is a witness and sign of 
the sacramental quality of human experience, an out-working of the Christian 
doctrines of creation and incarnation, the conviction that God is present in 
creative and redemptive fashion in every human story, in the concreteness and 
mundaneness of life as it is lived. In honouring Meg’s story, finding poetry 
within it, turning it into poetry and responding in poetry, I hope to have high-
lighted and affirmed its sacramental nature. Meg’s answering poem does more 
than triangulate and enrich my own reading of her story; it recognizes the 
poetic analysis as a work of ‘witness’ that holds the continuing ambivalence in 
her own story, balancing the fear with a hope contained in the story’s arc.

I hope to have demonstrated how poetic analysis allows a dynamic and deep-
ening conversational engagement with the lived experience of the other, offering 
the potential for genuinely collaborative and participative research encounters. 
Poetic analysis highlights and upholds the complex, shifting and multivocal 
nature of qualitative enquiry, resisting closure or singular analysis. Poetic analysis 
offers both a frame and a lens on experience that is focused yet capable of mul-
tiple refraction, enabling the many-layered texture of the conversations engaged 
between research participants to be both held and analysed. The use of poetic 
analysis by the researcher and the offering of the fruits of such analysis back to the 
participant can invite further poetic response, which opens up new dimensions of 
insight and enquiry. The conversations are multiple and varied: between different 
narrative lines and voices within the one story; between the different selves of the 
researcher and the participant; between different readings of the research tran-
script. Every poem is an offering rather than an assertion, an opening into multiple 
meaning rather than a closing down into fixity. Poetry, no less than ethnography, 
can make a vital difference to the lives of women and other marginalized groups.
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