Candlemas 2010

Today is the Feast of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple. Our final stab at Epiphany for another year. We’ve had the wise men, Christ’s baptism, and the changing of water into wine. Now, in the Temple, aged and half blind, the priest, Simeon, holds the child and speaks what we know as the Nunc Dimittis.

In 1667 Rembrandt paints this scene – the background is all darkness, the child radiates light – the light is reflected in the face of Simeon, who now SEES. Mine eyes have seen thy salvation. An old man finds hope; hope enough to die contented and full of days. 

The picture reminds me that revelation is not restricted to specific media; for example to the so-called Holy Scripture. Revelation is potentially all around us, and detectable through any of the senses. The idea of a restricted area of revelation, the sacred text, is really a blasphemy against the universal God. 

This week I tried to explore with a few undergraduates the concept of religious poetry – a different kind of scripture – an extension of reflective writing. Maybe there is no such thing as religious poetry. Although I have here Dame Helen Gardner’s Faber Book of Religious Verse. She says in her Preface: that ‘a religious poem is a poem concerned in some way with revelation and with man’s response to it. This does not equate religious poetry with Christian poetry’.
I began with Psalm 23 in Coverdale’s translation from the BCP:
The Lord is my shepherd: therefore can I lack nothing. He shall feed me in a green pasture: and lead me forth beside the waters of comfort. He shall convert my soul: and bring me forth in the paths of righteousness, for his Name’s sake. Yea, thou I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff comfort me. Thou shalt prepare a table before me against them that trouble me: thou hast anointed my head with oil, and my cup shall be full. But thy loving-kindness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.

There is a Jewish poem from the Bible, a spiritual song of prayer and faith. And an example of literature in translation, where the translation has its own perfection.
Poets are there to heighten the emotions, highlight the mystery, tease the imagination; they are not writing history, or dictionaries, or instruction manuals. 

George Herbert’s Love is in a similar tradition
‘Love bade me welcome, yet my soul drew back
Guilty of dust and sin
Buy quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack
From my first entrance in,
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,
If I lack'd any thing.
A guest, I answer'd, worth to be here:
Love said, You shall be he. 
I the unkind, ungrateful? Ah, my dear, I cannot look on thee.
Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,
Who made the eyes but I? 
Truth, Lord, but I have marr'd them: let my shame
Go where it doth deserve.
And know you not, says Love, who bore the blame? 
My dear, then I will serve. 
You must sit down, says Love. And taste my meat
So I did sit and eat.’
I ask the undergraduates what the occasion is – and draw a blank. Surprisingly this seems out of their territory. This is the heavenly banquet where Christ is the host and the soul the guest. It’s obviously religious but does it add anything to a perception of God? Is a bit preachy? A gloss on the biblical text? They like the rhythm and identify with the shy guest entering a room and knowing no one.
Then we look at Shakespeare The Merchant of Venice, where Portia, dressed as a male lawyer lays into Shylock, who wants his pound of flesh.
The quality of mercy is not strain'd, 
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 
Upon the place beneath. It is twice blest: 
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes. 
'Tis mightiest in the mightiest: it becomes 
The throned monarch better than his crown; 
His sceptre shows the force of temporal power, 
The attribute to awe and majesty, 
Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings; 
But mercy is above this sceptred sway, 
It is enthroned in the hearts of kings, 
It is an attribute to God himself; 
And earthly power doth then show likest God's, 
When mercy seasons justice. 
I there revelation here? Is revelation only shaped by the paradigm of liturgy, creed, and Bible? Or by more universal questions? How wide can our spiritual scope be? 

Jeannette Winterson: ‘we don’t go to Shakespeare to find out about life in Elizabethan England, any more than we read Jane Austen for marriage guidance.  Art lasts because it gives us a language for our inner reality...it is a connection across time to all those others who have suffered and failed, found happiness, lost it, faced death, ruin, struggled, survived, known the night-hours of inconsolable pain’. She not arguing for religion, but surely that is what religion is about too. At least it is for me. Religion addresses our deep most experience, our common experience, not some compartmentalised pocket of experience called church.
Next I turned to TS Eliot, whose later poetry reflects his anglo-catholic beliefs. It’s dense and allusive stuff. In Animula he reflects on the journey of the soul, starting with childhood.
‘Issues from the hand of God, the simple soul,
To a flat world of changing lights and noise,
To light, dark, dry, damp, chilly or warm,
Moving between the legs of tables and of chairs
Rising or falling,
Grasping at kisses and toys,
Advancing boldly, sudden to take alarm,
Retreating to the corner of arm and knee,
Eager to be reassured, taking pleasure
In the fragrant brilliance of the Christmas tree...

The heavy burden of the growing soul
Perplexes and offends more, day by day,
Week by week, offends and perplexes more.
With the imperatives of "so it seems"
And may and may not, desire and control.
The pain of living and the drug of dreams
Curl up the small soul in the window seat

This, I think, points to the search for redemption, which must be for Christians the most religious of all sentiments. Again Jeanette Winterson, writing in the Guardian, is brilliantly helpful. She tells how her puritan mother sent her, as a child, to the library to collect some mystery stories, which mistakenly included Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral. She opened it and read: ‘This is one moment/ But know that another/ shall pierce you with a sudden painful joy.’ ‘I read the lines and I started to cry’. A tough life needs a tough language – and that is what poetry is. That is what literature offers – a language powerful enough to say how it is.

‘Eliot says ‘Human kind cannot bear very much reality’. That, for him, was not the reality of dingy streets and gas fires, typists and tinned food, though he writes about those things so well, but the vast reality of two quite different invisible worlds – ‘the heavy burden of the growing soul’ (Animula), and what might be called the ‘shaft of sunlight’ (Four Quartets), a spiritual illumination that became for Eliot, a journey towards God.’
I ended with Larkin, that often gloomy poet of disappointed sexuality, sad memory, and doubt in the future, who speaks of church as ‘going’ (disappearing), and religion as ‘that vast moth-eaten musical brocade/ Created to pretend we never die’. Shall we see any salvation here?
Larkin 
The trees are coming into leaf

Like something almost being said;

The recent buds relax and spread,

Their greenness is a kind of grief.

 

Is it that they are born again

And we grow old? No, they die too.

Their yearly trick of looking new

Is written down in rings of grain.

 

Yet still the unresting castles thresh

In fullgrown thickness every May.

Last year is dead, they seem to say,

Begin afresh, afresh, afresh.

Scarcely a profession of faith, but a sense of hope experienced by so many people. The emphasis on afresh, afresh, afresh. A revelation to me, at least, on the journey towards God. A secular Candlemas only ignored at the peril of introspective, institutional religion that inevitably will end in fundamentalism.
