What Is Unnecessary Is Essential:

The Serious Play of Poetry and Faith
A Class by Michael Jinkins

Many people say they don’t like poetry, especially “religious poetry.” The fact that they’re
saying this is probably a testimony to their good taste because when most people say they
don’t like poetry, the poetry they’ve read has tended to be bad. Really bad.
Today’s class is a study in reading poetry, good poetry, really good poetry. The poetry on
which we will focus most of our attention today is about God or faith, but few would categorize it as “religious poetry.” My hope is that by the time we have finished the class, you will
want to explore more such poetry for yourselves.

Let Us Begin at the Beginning
Poetry is unnecessary. You cannot survive without
food; and, without water, you will die even more
quickly. Air, oxygen to be exact, is necessary for survival. But poetry is not necessary to our survival.
It is, however, essential to human life.
There’s a moment in the movie “Dead Poets Society” when the prep school teacher of English literature, played by Robin Williams, invites his students
to crowd around the old photographs of long-past
classes. It’s the “carpe diem” scene. He explains to
the students that our professions and careers may
be noble and important, but they only provide the
necessary conditions for us to live. They are not life
itself. Life has to do with meaning, with love, with
grief and joy and compassion, with relationships and
everything that comes with relationships. The scene
reminds us that the greatest tragedy to befall us is to
survive successfully but to fail at living.
We all know it is possible to build a career and miss
our lives. But what does poetry have to do with any
of this?

Simply put: Poetry is among the best practices to
train us to attend to our lives. To see what is there.
Poetry focuses us on life, on ourselves, on others. At
its best, it has the power to open us and soften us
enough to examine that within ourselves which can
prevent us from attending to life and to others.
Great poets are great because of how well they notice what is there. They are great because they seek
to speak honestly of their perceptions. They are
great because they use language well to express this
attentiveness and honesty.
Unfortunately many people avoid reading poetry
because they think they hate poetry, when, in fact,
they only dislike bad poetry. This is especially true
for “religious” poetry which can be saccharin sweet,
piously silly, and facetious even to the writer let
alone the hearer, the literary equivalent to the kitschy
religious junk stuffed into so many “Christian” bookstores and gift shops.
Today we are going to look at some great poets, first,
in order to get a better sense of what good poetry
looks like and how to read it; and then, to allow these
great poets to share with us their attentiveness to life.

The Playhouse of Poetry
A poem is an imaginative creation, an artifice, which
directs our attention to itself so that we can see more
truly that which is before us and within us.

SEAMUS HEANEY, one of the finest poets of

the latter half of the twentieth century, presented a
series of lectures at Oxford University in the early
1990s, during his tenure there as Professor of Poetry. The collection of lectures, published as “The Redress of Poetry,” begins with a reflection on a poem
by ROBERT FROST that discloses the purpose
of poetry.
A poem is a playhouse, Heaney explains reflecting
on Frost, in which children play-out the incidents
that occur in the real house across the yard. The children are playing make-believe in their playhouse.
But through their make-believe they can reveal the
meaning of what happens in the real house more
clearly than the residents of the real house comprehend unaided by the play of their children. The children’s “art” reveals the inner-life of the other house in
ways the other house would resist if left to itself. Frost
sees the poet as the child inventing a pretend world
in which meaning is made of the real one.
Thus Heaney says: “He [Frost] convinces us that the
playhouse has the measure of the other house, that
the entranced focus of the activity that took place
as make-believe on one side of the yard was fit to
match the meaning of what happened in earnest on
the other side; and in doing so Frost further suggests
that the imaginative transformation of human life is
the means by which we can most truly grasp and
comprehend it.”
The ultimate poetic playhouse is DANTE’S “Divine Comedy.” It’s a huge, rambling three-story playhouse that takes us from hell to eternity. But, really,
ultimately it takes us home.
Because I don’t read Italian, I have always depended
on good translations of Dante: Dorothy Sayers, the
scholar and mystery writer (“The Lord Peter Wimsey mysteries”), the incomparable public intellectual
Clive James; and my favorite, JOHN CIARDI,

(a poet we will consider in his own right later). Dante
reflects and critiques the religious faith of Roman Catholicism and puts those he considers villains and enemies in hell. His respect for classical pagan literature
and thought run throughout the poem; his passion
for Beatrice, surely one of the most enduring characters in all of literature, dominates his vision of Paradise. But, for our purposes today, it is the way Dante
allows the afterlife of his playhouse to illuminate our
houses that is most significant.
For example: we discover early in the Inferno that
there are souls neither heaven nor hell will allow
entry. They are as hateful to God as they are to the
devil. Forevermore they must dwell in the suburbs of
hell, on its outskirts, beyond its walls.
In Ciardi’s translation of “The Inferno”:

“These are the nearly soulless/ whose lives concluded neither blame nor praise. They are mixed
here with that despicable corps of angels who
were neither for God nor Satan, but only for
themselves.”
Their punishment is self-inflicted. Their torment is
that they must be who they are forever. They cannot
escape themselves. Not even death will come to give
them rest from their timidity, selfishness and cowardice. Dante recognizes some faces among the multitude, men and women he has known who lacked the
moral courage to stand for the good or for evil, but
merely did what was required to insure their own
survival and prosperity. Reading about these soulless souls, it is hard not to think of the members of
the Church of Laodicea in The Book of Revelation,
3:15-16, “who are neither hot nor cold,” thus, the
Lord says, they make him gag and he spews them out
of his mouth.
Among those condemned to hell, the “fiery morgue
of God’s wrath,” are the damned who seek to foresee
the future, but have no real knowledge or consciousness of the present (a condemnation that should
make political pundits tremble). Also among the
damned are those who committed what is described

as the most hateful of sins, “malice” whose only aim
is to hurt others. Dante holds that revenge is hell’s
twisted virtue (a perversion of true justice); he writes,
“the rule of hell is an eye for an eye to all eternity.”

Those who go to the “Divine Comedy” to learn
more about life after death will be disappointed, of
course. Dante built a poetic playhouse of hell, purgatory and paradise to show us life before death,
the house we now inhabit. The extremity of Dante’s
make-believe house makes it easier to see the game
poets are playing.

The lines I love most in “The Divine Comedy” are
from Ciardi’s translation of “Purgatorio.” Here the
playhouse of the poem illuminates the house of humanity with such tenderness, portraying the sinner as
a gambler who has lost.

To bring our playhouse back down to earth, however, let’s look at an early poem by Seamus Heaney.
The playhouse that Heaney builds is again the poem
itself. He is writing this poem while watching, from a
window in his childhood home, his father digging for
potatoes. The title of the poem is, “Digging.”

“The loser, when a game of dice is done
remains behind reviewing every roll
sadly, sadly wiser, and alone.”

Digging
Between my finger and my thumb
The square pen rests; snug as a gun.
Under my window, a clean rasping sound
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:
My father, digging. I look down
Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds
Bends low, comes up twenty years away
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills
Where he was digging
The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft
Against the inside knee was levered firmly.
He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep
To scatter new potatoes that we picked
Loving their cool hardness in our hands.
By God, the old man could handle a spade
Just like his old man.
[...]
The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap
Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge
Through living roots awaken in my head.
But I’ve no spade to follow men like them.

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it.

The poem plays out in miniature the poet’s consciousness of his life’s vocation, his calling as a poet.
We see both continuity and discontinuity between
his father’s and his grandfather’s vocations and his
own. The poet is rehearsing in his playhouse what it
took in “the house across the yard” for him to find his
way into the vocation of writing, having descended
from a family of Irish farmers. The poem takes us into
the argument to justify his vocation, or maybe merely
to explain it in terms familiar to his family’s heritage.

Heaney, Frost and Dante are giving us a way of entering poems that is more about illuminating than
searching for meanings. There is a sense of serendipity, of adventure, of play, that their approach calls for,
much more than the labored approach to poetry
some of us experienced in school.
There’s no better illustration of the difference between these two approaches (the playful and the
scholastic) than in BILLY COLLINS’ wonderful
poem, “Introduction to Poetry.”

Introduction to Poetry
I ask them to take a poem
and hold it up to the light
like a color slide

or press an ear against its hive.
I say drop a mouse into a poem
and watch him probe his way out,
or walk inside the poem’s room
and feel the walls for a light switch.
I want them to water-ski
across the surface of a poem
waving at the author’s name on the shore.
But all they want to do
is tie the poem to a chair with a rope
and torture a confession out of it.
They begin beating it with a hose
to find out what it really means.

Play, like poetry, is not necessary to existence. But it is
essential to living, and to learning to live. We’ve seen
it often in children. They work so hard at play, and
never seem to tire of it. Why is this, when so many
of the games they play mimic the work that wears us
out?
Maybe G. K. CHESTERTON has the answer to
this question in his contemplation of the play of God
at creation.

“The thing I mean can be seen, for instance,
in children, when they find some game or joke
that they especially enjoy. A child kicks his legs
rhythmically through excess, not absence, of
life. Because children have abounding vitality,

because they are in spirit fierce and free, therefore they want things repeated and unchanged.
They always say, ‘Do it again’, and the grownup person does it again until he is nearly dead.
For grown-up people are not strong enough to
exult in monotony. But perhaps God is strong
enough to exult in monotony. It is possible that
God says every morning, ‘Do it again’ to the sun
and every evening, ‘Do it again’ to the moon. It
may not be automatic necessity that makes all
daisies alike; it may be that God makes every
daisy separately, but has never gotten tired of
making them. It may be that He has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and
grown old, and our Father is younger than we.”

So, Let’s Play

Play and playfulness matter, if, that is, we want to live
well and learn. And this is nowhere more true than
when it comes to poetry.
This is where we come to the audience participation
portion of our class today. Let’s explore the playhouses that some really good poets have built for
us. Let’s follow Billy Collins’ lead. Let’s look through

the poems like color-slides held up to the light, let’s
water-ski across them waving at the author on the
shore; let’s feel along the dark walls inside them until
we find the light-switch, and when we do, let’s flip
the lights on. And just so you know this is a Sunday
School class, all of our poems are related to faith. To
get started,let’s look at another of Billy Collin’s poems,

“Questions About Angels.”

Questions About Angels
Of all the questions you might want to ask
about angels, the only one you ever hear
is how many can dance on the head of a pin.
No curiosity about how they pass the eternal time
besides circling the Throne chanting in Latin
or delivering a crust of bread to a hermit on earth
or guiding a boy or girl across a rickety wooden bridge.
Do they fly through God’s body and come out singing?
Do they swing like children from the hinges
of the spirit world saying their names backwards and forwards?
Do they sit alone in little gardens changing colors?

What about their sleeping habits, the fabric of their robes,
their diet of unfiltered divine light?
What goes on inside their luminous heads? Is there a wall
these tall presences can look over and see hell?
If an angel fell off a cloud, would he leave a hole
in a river and would the hole float along endlessly
filled with the silent letters of every angelic word?
If an angel delivered the mail, would he arrive
in a blinding rush of wings or would he just assume
the appearance of the regular mailman and
whistle up the driveway reading the postcards?
No, the medieval theologians control the court.
The only question you ever hear is about
the little dance floor on the head of a pin
where halos are meant to converge and drift invisibly.
It is designed to make us think in millions,
billions, to make us run out of numbers and collapse
into infinity, but perhaps the answer is one:
one female angel dancing alone in her stocking feet,
a small jazz combo working in the background.
She sways like a branch in the wind, her beautiful
eyes closed, and the tall thin bassist leans over
to glance at his watch because she has been dancing
forever, and now it is very late, even for musicians.

Play:
What do you see through the poem when you hold it up to the light?
What do you hear when you press your ear against it?
Switch on the light in the poem’s darkened room, what do you see now that wasn’t visible in the dark?
Water-skiing across the surface of this poem, what would you shout to the author on the shore?
_______________________

You’ve probably heard Billy Collins read his poetry
on national public radio programs like Garrison Keillor’s “Prairie Home Companion.” He is a crowd pleaser. Our next poet, JOHN CIARDI, however, may

be new to some of us. You’ve already met him today
as my favorite translator of Dante’s “Divine Comedy,”
but he was a poet in his own right. The poem I’ve
chosen by John Ciardi is titled simply, “God.”

God
I used to be good friends with God, but He
kept playing practical jokes — above all,
when I was sleeping. It is hard to be
easy as friends with someone who can call
Huns from wallpaper roses, or set fire
to brick sidewalks, or leave you without pants
at graduation. Talent is to admire,
but uneasily. You feel you’re taking a chance
just saying hello. Well, it’s been years now
since we had much to say to one another
and I sleep easier. I don’t even know
these nights what my dreams are doing. My mother
used to ask, Do you see Him? And I’d say, I do.
But she’s dead. And who is left to lie to?

Play:
What do you see through the poem when you hold it up to the light?
What do you hear when you press your ear against it?
Switch on the light in the poem’s darkened room, what do you see now that wasn’t visible in the dark?
Water-skiing across the surface of this poem, what would you shout to the author on the shore?
_______________________

WENDELL BERRY is often thought of as a nat-

uralist poet, even as a religious poet. His “Sabbath
poems,” written each week when he takes a sabbath
walk in the forests and fields of northern Kentucky,

reinforce these labels. But really he is just a poet who
writes where he finds himself as he finds himself. In
this poem, he is “the watcher.”

from Sabbath Poems
The watcher comes knowing the small
knowledge of his life in this body
in this place in this world. He comes
to a place of rest where he cannot
mistake himself as larger than he is,
the place of the gray flycatcher,
the yellow butterfly, the green dragonfly,
the white violet, the columbine,
where he cannot mistake himself
as more graced or graceful than he is.
At the wood’s edge, the wild rose
is in bloom, beauty and consolation
always in excess of thought.

Play:
What do you see through the poem when you hold it up to the light?
What do you hear when you press your ear against it?
Switch on the light in the poem’s darkened room, what do you see now that wasn’t visible in the dark?
Water-skiing across the surface of this poem, what would you shout to the author on the shore?
_______________________

In Berry’s poem, we find our playhouse drawing us
out into the full realm of nature itself to give us a
sense of proportion. But, in our next poem,
NATASHA TRETHEWEY’S “After Your
Death,” the playhouse of the poem invites us into a

house of mourning, so intimate and close you can
almost smell the domestic aromas and hear the echoing footsteps on the floor; the poem takes us out into
the yard, where our imaginations play with death and
grief and renewal.

After Your Death
First, I emptied the closets of your clothes,
threw out the bowl of fruit, bruised
from your touch, left empty the jars
you bought for preserves. The next morning,
birds rustled the trees, and later
when I twisted a ripe fig loose from its stem,
I found it half eaten, the other side
already rotting, or — like another I plucked
and split open — being taken from the inside:
a swarm of insects hollowing it. I’m too late,
again, another space emptied by loss.
Tomorrow, the bowl I have yet to fill.

Play:
What do you see through the poem when you hold it up to the light?
What do you hear when you press your ear against it?
Switch on the light in the poem’s darkened room, what do you see now that wasn’t visible in the dark?
Water-skiing across the surface of this poem, what would you shout to the author on the shore?
_______________________

Well, too many poems. I’m sure I’ve selected too
many poems. And still I have on the table beside me
a stack of poets I don’t want to leave out:
JANE KENYON,
MARY OLIVER,
T. S. ELIOT,
JACK GILBERT,
LISEL MUELLER,
WILLIAM BLAKE,
LOUISE GLUCK,
PHILIP LARKIN

But, if there’s room for one more, I would like for us
fumble with JANE HIRSHFIELD for a light in
her poem, “The Envoy.”
This poem, it seems to me, builds a playhouse within a playhouse and then walks right through both of
them carrying questions home to the house across
the yard. I don’t know how she does it.

The Envoy
One day in that room, a small rat.
Two days later, a snake.
Who, seeing me enter,
whipped the long stripe of his
body under the bed,
then curled like a docile house-pet.
I don’t know how either came or left.
Later, the flashlight found nothing.
For a year I watched
as something — terror? happiness? grief? —
entered and then left my body.
Not knowing how it came in,
Not knowing how it went out.
It hung where words could not reach it.
It slept where light could not go.
It’s scent was neither snake nor rat,
neither sensualist nor ascetic.
There are openings in our lives
of which we know nothing.
Through them
the belled herds travel at will,
long-legged and thirsty, covered with foreign dust.

Final Thoughts

Perhaps I shouldn’t have left this thought to last. A
better instructor would probably have placed this
idea in a list of desired educational outcomes right
up front. But, I like our having a new parting insight,
something that has a chance of mingling with other
insights we come to along the way.

I’ve said that poetry is unnecessary to existence, but
that it is essential to living. There’s so much about
ourselves and others and the world that poetry can
help us to understand. But good poetry isn’t written
in order to teach us anything. One of the best ways,
in fact, to discern a good from a bad poem is to discover if it was written for an edifying or educational
purpose. If it was, run the other way.
No one has understood this insight better than Wendell Berry. Any poem that has a chance of teaching us
something must possess one critical characteristic. It
does not intend to instruct. “In support of this,” writes
Berry, “I offer a sentence by Jacques Maritain, who
said of the cathedral builders: ‘Their achievement revealed God’s truth, but without doing it on purpose,
and because it was not done on purpose.’ The point,

I believe, is that what the cathedral builders were doing on purpose was building a cathedral. Any other
purpose would have distracted them from the thing
they were making and spoiled the work.”
A poem must give us a true appraisal of the poet’s
experience of life. GEORGE HERBERT, because
of who he was and how he experienced the world,
could only attend to what was in front of him through
the lens of God. But if his intention had been to write
verse to instruct people religiously, rather than to
speak what he saw, it would have ruined his poetry. But, to flip this insight around, a poet, like Phillip Larkin, who was culturally an Anglican but more
a dyspeptic doubter, could, upon occasion, give us
a glimpse of something very like revelation because
he mused with somber agnosticism upon an empty
church building.
Whether playing with cathedrals, or chapels, or forests, or whatever created thing, it is the real we are
after. To be taught by it, we cannot allow ourselves
to be distracted. And we hope the poet is equally
wise.

