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What does it mean that the Psalms are the prayer book of the 
people? Rocking Like It’s All Intermezzo: Twenty-first-Century Psalm 
Responsorials is one such person’s prayer book. Using familiar 
refrains as their starting points, the poems attempt a balance 
between how the psalmist understood God’s faithfulness and how 
the poet’s lived experience requires revised understanding in some 
places, renewed commitment in others. In addition to an insightful 
foreword by acclaimed poet Sofia M. Starnes, these sixty-four 
poems tell of an intimate, honest reorientation to God’s promises. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Maryanne Hannan Hannan has published poetry in numerous journals and 
anthologies. A former Latin teacher, she lives in upstate New York. Her 
website is www.mhannan.com. 
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How did Rocking Like It’s All Intermezzo: 21st Century Psalm Responsorials come to be? 

Several years ago, my daughter gave me a journal with a Psalm verse at the top of each page. The journal was 
too nice to fill with random ramblings, so I didn’t use it right away. Then, rather than let it sit empty, I 
decided to incorporate it in my morning prayer time— to take the Psalm verse seriously and write a response. 

Did you intend it as a book? 

Not at all! It was for my personal use only. Ironically, this turned out to be a good move, in terms of the 
poetry, because I felt no constraint, either in terms of what I was saying to God or in how I said it. All 
thoughts and feelings are legitimate in private prayer, are they not? 

How did it come to be a book? 

Slowly. Among the writings, an occasional one would strike me as mmm! I really do believe this and have 
not managed to articulate it elsewhere in any of my poems. I began revising the poems that resonated deeply 
with me and sending them out for publication. The result was often heartening, when editors and readers 
embraced them. 

And the rest is history? 

Not at all! Over the course of a couple years, I sent individual poems to trusted editors and readers. I got 
mixed feedback, which is good, because it drew me back to the poems to revise them, over and over again. 
Creating a mess on my computer, might I say, but worthwhile in terms of honing the language and meaning. 
I have to mention two amazing women in particular, Sofia M. Starnes and Angela Alaimo O’Donnell. They 
are the sine qua non of this book, for sure! Or, better the sine quibus non. 

How did the organization of the book emerge? 

That too was laborious and required a lot of input from my trusted friends. I wrote more psalm poems than 
could be used in the book; in fact, one of my favorites had to go. The old “kill your darlings” saw. For the 
poems to work as a book, we sought variety of voice and tone, as well as flow to the narrative. 

Interview with Maryanne Hannan 



These are not narrative poems, though? 

No, they are almost entirely lyrical. In the audiobook, I wanted to read the first and last poems, because they 
set up a narrative framework within which the lyrics can be experienced. Then there are four larger sections, 
each with its own arc, and an over-arching progression to the whole book. At least, that’s the way I see it. 

Why did you do an audiobook? 

Poetry is an aural and oral art. You wouldn’t listen to a song once, would you? These poems are dense and I 
hope will improve with familiarity. I am so grateful to Deborah Thorne Mazzone for her compelling 
rendition of the Foreword and the majority of the poems and to Charles C. Bradley for daring to play God. 

How did you dare to write poems in God’s voice? 

I keep asking myself that question. It was easy to write them because they were momentary insights as I 
meditated on the Psalm verse. Publishing them is another matter! Is it hubris to interpret the voice of God? 
Maybe, but I stand by the repeated insight that God upholds us in a web of understanding and compassion. 

Did you find spiritual consolation in meditating on these Psalm verses? 

I was surprised to find myself often angry, especially at the preponderance of the “God smote my enemy” 
type verses. They galvanized a “Is that really what God wants?” response in me, which is where the word 
“responsorial” in the title came from. Again, maybe hubristic, but I couldn’t skip the journal pages with 
verses I didn’t like, could I? So I had to respond. 

These poems don’t contain much personal information, yet you seem to feel they are personal? 

Intensely so. They reflect my deepest, innermost thoughts, even, it could be said, my life coda: that we all 
live with bits of darkness, whether we call it our shadow side or sin; that intention is our program, forgiveness 
our tool; and that we live in a necessarily disintegrating body in the matrix of time, within the Divine, where 
everything matters at the same time as nothing does. 

  



 

From the Foreword by Sofia M. Starnes: 

Indeed, what Maryanne Hannan gives us through her poems is anything but a mirage. It is true light, akin to 
the light offered by the psalmist over 3000 years ago, which she invites to illumine our unlit caverns; it is true 
light which the poet encounters in those caverns, between shadows, transcending shadows, destroying 
shadows. The poems speak of a brave awakening, of a journey spent carrying hunger and hope toward the 
Lord, as only a creature “chiseled with longing” might do. So, let us follow this wise and unflinching, prayerful 
poet, in her journey; let us do so trustingly, for she follows Christ. Let us travel with her, as she insists and 
proclaims that the journey will be worth it, that the longing we bear, a longing that defines us, will be 
ultimately sweetened and satisfied in him who alone can “fill us, no chamber absent Your presence” . . .with 
joy. 

 

Hunger 
 

Open thy mouth wide, and I will fill it. Psalm 81. 10 

 

Don't be afraid of your hunger. 

I gave it for your fullness; 

the cravings, the pinched gullet, 

the corrosive wants, all 

have come to serve you. 

Don't be afraid of the pablum, 

the drivel in your diet, or the sharp 

cactus burrs when you swallow. 

Don't be afraid even if you 

don't know you are hungry. 

 

 

An Excerpt from Rocking Like It’s All Intermezzo: Twenty-first-Century Psalm Responsorials 



Temptations 

 
Blessed are they that keep his testimonies, and that seek him with the whole heart. Psalm 119. 2 
 
Scattered among us—sure 
are those who keep His commands, 

show up on Saturday morning 
to serve in the soup kitchen, 

Sunday morning for liturgy, 
blameless and upright for all 

to see and admire, so skilled 
in matters of self, that they 

understand the necessary 
stilling, the slow siphoning 

of their shadow side. 
But even they will admit 

that unbeknownst desires 
spring up when least expected, 

and prompt the heart to snag 
bargain basement deals, settle 

never-before scores, instruct 
the heart to notch near certain 

wins against that the easy-to- 
capitulate mind. 

  



“In Rocking Like It’s All Intermezzo, Maryanne Hannan invites us to find the cosmic irony in understanding 
human life as merely a brief solo interlude during which we wait for the climax in the whole grand story of 
God’s creation of the world and its end, when each of our lives is already ultimately eternal and communal 
because ‘divinity itself we bear,’ and God’s presence is palpable in the here and now as well.” 

—Mary Ann B. Miller, Professor of Literature, Caldwell University and Founding Editor of 

Presence: A Journal of Catholic Poetry 

“In her brief lyrics, Maryanne Hannan offers readers a voice that poses questions, gives praise, displays wit—
all genuine expressions of a poet who knows the power of the right word rightly placed. Conversing with 
the language of the Psalms, these poems showcase the spectrum of the ways humans respond to the Divine.” 

—Nathaniel Lee Hansen, Editor, The Windhover 

“Maryanne Hannan’s debut collection is a book of contemporary poems and prayers that resurrects worn 
out religious language and breathes new life into it. . . . The theme of the volume woven throughout is 
gratitude for the miraculous fact of creation as the poet invents a book of Psalms for our present moment, 
charging each poem with ‘the light of [God’s] grandeur’ and laying claim to poetry as both sign of our fall 
and source of our salvation, ‘our very own grasped apple.’ To read these poems is to pray them and to assent 
to Hannan’s generous doxology: ‘Holy, what’s lost / Holy, what’s found / Holy, the Whole.’” 

—Angela Alaimo O’Donnell, author of Lovers’ Almanac and Still Pilgrim 

 

 

Praise for Rocking Like It’s All Intermezzo: Twenty-first-Century Psalm Responsorials 
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