
Creating in the Image of God:
Poetry, Spirituality, and Survival I b y j o h n  m c d o w e l l

I
 am  g o in g  to  p r e s e n t  s o m e  p r o p o s i t io n s :  

p ro p o sitio n s o n  p o e try  and  spirituality. T h e  

p ro p o s itio n s  are  n o t  c o m p re h e n s iv e . T h e y  

are  ju s t  sm all w in d o w s o n  w h a t I b e lie v e  

a b o u t th e  in te rc o n n e c te d n e s s  o f  art (in  th is  ca se , 

p o etry ) and  spirituality. T h is  is personal. I take as a 

startin g  line th a t th e  crea tiv e  a c t is (at least in part) 

a re fle c tio n  and  m an ifesta tio n  o f  th e  im ag e o f  G o d . 

T h e  p ro p o sitio n s flow  from  th a t assu m ption . T h e s e  

rem arks are fo llo w ed  b y  so m e  p oem s. It is to  th e  

p o e m s th a t  1 w ish  to  d ire c t  th e  read er's a tte n tio n .

O n e  o f  m y  m e n to r s  in th e  a p p r e c ia tio n  o f  

p o e tr y  is O t t i l ie  S ta ffo rd . O n e  th in g  sh e  ta u g h t 

m e  is th a t  W . B. Y e a ts — a t le a st in m a tte rs  o f  

p o e tr y — is a g o o d  p la c e  to  s tart, so  I b e g in  w ith  

Y e a ts . T h is  is fro m  o n e  o f  h is la st p o e m s , " T h e  

C irc u s  A n im als ' D e s e r t io n ,"  w h e r e  h e  w rite s  

a b o u t h is  life  as a p o e t: H e  b e g in s  w ith  th e se  lines:

I sought a theme and sought for it in vain,
I sought it daily for six weeks or so.
Maybe at last, being but a broken man,
I must be satisfied with my heart...

A n d  it e n d s  w ith  th e s e :

Those masterful images because complete 
Grew in pure mind but out of what began?
A mound of refuse or the sweepings of a street,
Old kettles, old bottles, and a broken can,
Old iron, old bones, old rages, that raving slut 
Who keeps the till. Now that my ladder’s gone 
I must lie down where all the ladders start 
In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart.1

W it h  m y  o w n  p o e m s, w h e n  I see  th e m  in 

p rin t o r  re a d  th e m  in p u b lic  an d  re a liz e  th a t  th e y  

are  m y  "circu s a n im als  o n  d isp lay ," I c o n fe s s  th a t  

Y e a ts  is r ig h t— th a t  I n e e d  to  g o  w h e re  all ladd ers 

start: "In  th e  foul rag  an d  b o n e  s h o p  o f  th e  h eart.''

Proposition One: Place
T h e  s a cre d  h as a lm o s t a lw ay s b e e n  a s so c ia te d  

w ith  an o b je c t — a s to n e  s ta n d in g  u p rig h t a n o in t 

e d  w ith  o il. W e  c o m e  th u s  to  th e  s to r y  o f  J a c o b  

a t B e th e l, w h e re  h e  d re a m e d  o f  a la d d e r a s c e n d 

in g  to  H e a v e n  a n d  re a liz e d  th a t  h e  w as in a h o ly  

p la ce . A  sa cre d  o b je c t  a n d  a sa cre d  p la c e  b e c o m e  

o n e  a n d  th e  sam e.

In Jo r d a n  a few  su m m ers  a g o , as p a rt o f  th e  

M a d a b a  P la in s  a r c h e o lo g ic a l  p r o je c t  a t  T a l l  al 

'U m a r y i ,  t h e  te a m  I w a s  w ith  u n c o v e r e d  s o m e  

s ta n d in g  s to n e s  e m b e d d e d  in  a v o t iv e  n ic h e .  

T h is  n ic h e  c o n ta in e d  five  s to n e s  w ith  w h a t  w e re  

c le a r ly  s o m e  s a c re d  v esse ls . T h is  n ic h e  w as p art 

o f  a la r g e  r o o m  th a t  w a s  p r o b a b ly  a te m p le .  

T h e  fin d  d a tes  fro m  th e  L a te  B ro n z e  a g e — a b o u t 

th ir ty -f iv e  h u n d re d  y e a rs  a g o — a b o u t th e  tim e  

o f  M o s e s . B u t h o w e v e r  c ru d e  a n d  s im p le  th e  ed i-
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We still have 

the need 

to find holy 

ground, to find 

a burning 

bush that 

will startle us 

out of

the mundane 

of our own 

humanity.

f ice , it is c le a r  th a t  th is  w as a sa cre d  sp a ce  w ith  

s a cre d  o b je c ts .  T o d a y , th e r e  is still th e  s en se  o f  

an  o b je c t  o r  a p la c e  b e in g  s a cre d  o r  h o ly .

M a n y  a n c ie n t  s ites are  still v ie w e d  as h o ly  b y  

m a n y  p e o p le , from  A z te c  p y ram id s to  th e  W e s t 

e rn  o r  W a i l in g  W a l l  in  J e r u s a le m . H o w e v e r ,  

w h e n  I p ra y e d  a t th e  W a i l in g  W a l l ,  I d id  n o t  

p a r t ic u la r ly  fe e l, as m a n y  d o , a s p e c ia l s e n s e  o f  

h o lin e s s . (T h is  m a y  b e  b e c a u s e  o f  m e  a n d  n o t  

b e c a u s e  o f  th e  p la c e !)  S t il l ,  m a n y  fin d  p la c e s  all 

o v e r  th e  w o rld  c o m p e l l in g  a n d  h o ly . T h e r e  are  

e v en  m o d e rn  h o ly  p la ces : w e  d e d ica te  c h u r c h e s  

an d  c h a p e ls  as p art o f  o u r d esire  fo r  th e  d iv in e  to  

in h a b it  a sp a ce  w e  c a n  en te r. W e  still h a v e  th e  

n e e d  to  fin d  h o ly  g ro u n d , to  fin d  a b u rn in g  b u sh  

th a t  w ill s ta rtle  us o u t o f  th e  m u n d a n e  o f  o u r o w n  

h u m a n ity . W e  w a it fo r  th e  c o m m a n d  to  ta k e  

o ff  o u r s h o e s  fo r  w h e re  w e  s tan d  is h o ly  g ro u n d . 

W e  w a n t to  fin d  a ladd er.

A d v e n tis ts  a n d  o th e r s  w h o  e m p h a s iz e  th e  

S a b b a th  a ls o  th in k  a b o u t  t im e  as s a c re d . W e  

a g r e e  w ith  A b r a h a m  H e s c h e l ,  w h o  w r ite s ,

"o n  th e  S a b b a th  w e  tr y  to  b e c o m e  a t tu n e d  to  

holiness in time."7 T h is  is m o r e  d iff ic u lt . P h y s ic a l  

o b je c t s  a n d  p la c e s  c a n  b e  s e e n , to u c h e d , h e a rd  

(b e lls ) ,  ta s te d  (e m b le m s ) ,  a n d  e v e n , o n  o c c a 

s io n , s m e lle d . T h e y  g iv e  th e  im a g in a t io n  s o m e 

th in g  to  w o r k  w ith , to  in te r a c t  w ith . T im e  

c a n n o t  r e a lly  b e  to u c h e d , ta s te d , s m e lle d , 

h e a rd , o r  s e e n .

Y e s , w e  d o  m a k e  u se  o f  p h y sica l m ark ers—  

th e  s e tt in g  o f  th e  su n— as a w a y  o f  h e lp in g  w ith  

th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  tim e , p a rticu la rly  sa cre d  tim e. 

T im e  as sa cre d  req u ires  c o n c e n tr a t io n  a n d  a full 

e x e rc ise  o f  th e  im a g in a tio n . F o r  th e  m o s t p art, w e  

u se  m u sic  an d  p ro se  te x t  (serm o n s) to  h e lp  in th e  

e x p e r ie n c e  o f  sa cre d  tim e .

P o e m s o p e n  th e  im a g in a tio n  in a w a y  th a t 

c a n  c re a te  a sp a ce  w e m ig h t  n o t  o th e rw is e  v is it o r  

in h a b it. P o e tic  la n g u a g e  e x e rc ise s  th e  im a g in a tio n  

in  a w a y  th a t  g iv es  o n e  th e  sen se  o f  a n ew  te r r ito 

ry  b e in g  e x p lo re d . W it h  th e  G o d  P o e m s p re s e n t

ed  h e re , I e x p lo re  th e  sp a ce  w e  ca ll " G o d ” as a 

w a y  o f  f in d in g  u n k n o w n  ro o m s.

T h e  la te  N o b e l lau reate , C z e la w  M ilo s z , 

w rites,

The purpose of poetry is to remind us 
how difficult it is to remain just one person, 
for our house is open, there are no keys in the doors, 
and invisible Quests come in and out at will.3

T h in k  o f p o em s as a p lace : a p lace  to  take o ff 

y o u r sh o es, a p lace  th a t b e co m e s , if y o u  are patien t, 

you. A  p la ce  w ith  tim e  w h e re  th e  v ic iss itu d es  o f  

b e in g  h u m a n  c a n  in te r a c t  w ith  th e  d iv in e  g u e st.

Proposition Two: Spirit
P o e tr y  is a b o u t  th e  art o f  b re a th in g : in  a n d  o u t.

In a n d  o u t. In a n d  o u t. T h e  sp ir it  a n d  air. T h e  

im a g e  o f  G o d  as b re a th .

Proposition Three: Prayer
A rt c r it ic  J o h n  B e r g e r  w rite s  in The Sense of Sight 
th a t , "art"— a n d  1 ta k e  th a t  to  m e a n  p o e tr y  a lso —  

"is an o r g a n iz e d  re s p o n s e  to  w h a t  n a tu re  a llo w s  

us to  g lim p s e  o c c a s io n a lly . A rt se ts  o u t  to  t r a n s 

fo rm  th e  p o te n tia l  r e c o g n it io n  in to  an  u n c e a s in g  

o n e . It p ro c la im s  m a n  in  th e  h o p e  o f  r e c e iv in g  

a su rer r e p l y . . . .T h e  tr a n s c e n d e n ta l  fa c e  o f  a rt is 

a lw a y s  a fo rm  o f  p ra y e r ."4

1 d o  n o t  fu lly  u n d e r s ta n d  w h a t  th is  m e a n s , 

b u t it a lw ays s o m e h o w  v a lid a tes  th e  fe e lin g  th a t  

I h a v e  lo n g  f e l t  t h a t  t h e  p o e m , w h a te v e r  its  

" s u b je c t ,"  is s o m e h o w  a ls o  a p ra y e r .

Proposition Four: The Bones 
of Process
I h o ld  th a t  th e r e  is a s im ila rity , a c o r r e s p o n 

d e n c e , b e tw e e n  th e  life  o f  fa ith  an d  th e  c r e a tiv e  

p ro c e ss . T h e  fo llo w in g  are  a s p e c ts  o f  th a t  c o r r e 

s p o n d e n c e :

Belief If I d o  n o t  b e lie v e  th a t  I c a n  c r e a te ,  I c a n 't  

a n d  I w o n 't .  B e l ie f  t h a t  y o u  c a n  is b a s ic .  T h e  

b e lie f  is a lso  o p e n . W h a t  I m e a n  is th is : I h a v e  to  

b e lie v e  th a t  I c a n  s ta rt a n d  th a t  I c a n  w rite , a n d  

if I c a n  w rite , I c a n  w rite  a p o e m . I h a v e  c o m e  

to  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  I m u st b e lie v e  w ith  o p e n n e s s . 

I m u st b e  o p e n  to  th e  re a liz a t io n  th a t  th e  p o e m



I end up with may well be vastly different from 
what I thought it would be when I started. Belief 
gives way to faith in the process of working 
with language.

COURAGE Rollo May wrote Courage to Create about 
his belief that courage is the primary require
ment for living a creative life. He writes, the 
"chief characteristic of this courage is that it 
requires a centeredness within our own being.”5 
Courage is also needed, 1 submit, in living the 
spiritual life. Writing poetry involves trusting 
inspiration or intuition (whatever you want to 
call it) and plunging into the unknown with 
no guarantee of success.

Dedication to and the discipline of craft is 
needed. Failure is likely. Spending time "writing 
poetry” (which may sometimes involve a great 
deal of staring out the window) is not always 
viewed as practical. There are always more 
"important matters” at the ready to claim one's 
time and attention. Courage is needed.

PLAY A sense of play—openness to possibilities, 
not taking one’s self too seriously, is necessary. 
Allowing for alternatives, cultivating curiosity— 
all are needed to make connections and imagi
native leaps. Play feeds, keeps the imagination 
(and the spiritual life) vibrant.

DOUBT Perhaps it is surprising, but I have come to 
appreciate the value of doubt in the creative act.
(I also believe that it is a valuable part of the spiritu
al life.) Doubt keeps the eyes of belief watchful and 
alert. Doubt is a generator of questions that, when 
explored with belief, open the door to insight.
Belief without doubt opens the valve that balloons 
ego to arrogance. Art becomes propaganda. Doubt 
without belief opens the heart to depression. The 
poetic force withers and the poem becomes impos
sible to write.

AMBIGUITY Poetry uses ambiguity as an ally. 
Ambiguity allows the reader to enter and con
struct meaning from his or her interaction with 
the poem. The poem must be able to move from

the orbit of the poet to the reader's realm. There 
must be room for the reader to claim a dialogue. 
Lewis Thomas, in The Lives of a Cell: Notes of a 
Biology Watcher, writes:

Perhaps it is in this respect that language differs most 
sharply from other biologic systems for communication. 
Ambiguity seems to be an essential, indispensable 
element for the transfer of information from one place to 
another by words, where matters of real importance are 
concerned. It is often necessary, for meaning to come 
through, that there be an almost vague sense of strange
ness and askewness. Speechless animals and cells cannot 
do this. The specifically locked-on antigen at the surface 
of a lymphocyte does not send the cell off in search of 
something totally different-, when a bee is tracking sugar 
by polarized light, observing the sun as though consult
ing his watch, he does not veer away to discover an 
unimaginable marvel of a flower. Only the human mind 
is designed to work in this way programmed to drift 
away in the presence of locked-on information, straying 
from each point in a hunt for a better, different point.

If it were not for the capacity for ambiguity, for 
the sensing of strangeness that words in all languages 
provide, we would have no way of recognizing the 
layers of counterpoint in meaning, and we might be 
spending all our time sitting on stone fences, staring into 
the sun.... The great thing about language [in particu
lar, poetry] is that it prevents us from sticking 
to the matter at hand.6 (Emphasis supplied]

Part of the spiritual journey, as with the cre
ative one, is to come to realize that "the matter at 
hand”—that which we happen to think is the 
most important concern of the moment—is not 
always what should have our attention.

Proposition Five: Survival
Poet Gregory Orr notes that "simply to be a 
human self as a body in time is to know a num
ber of significant jeopardies," and that crises 
bring religion forward "to offer its consolations 
and explanations.” We have all heard the phrase 
that "it”—it being whatever the tragedy or crisis 
at hand is—-"is a part of God's plan." I remember
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l it t le  o f  m y  m o th e r 's  fu n era l s e r m o n  e x c e p t  th e  

a lie n a tio n  I fe lt  w ith  th a t  k in d  o f  p ro ffe re d  s y m 

p a th y . B u t re lig io n  d o e s , as O r r  n o te s , p ro v id e  

"an  a lte r n a te , o rd e re d  w o rld  b e y o n d  d e a th , 

w h ic h  c o m p le m e n ts  a n d  c o m p e n s a te s  fo r  th is  

w o rld 's  su ffe r in g  a n d  c o n fu s io n ."8

A Final Proposition before You Enter 
the Poems Themselves
I g iv e  y o u  th e  w o rd s  o f  J e a n e t te  W in te r s o n : "A rt 

is la rg e  a n d  it e n la rg e s  y o u  an d  m e . T o  a sh ru n k - 

up  w o rld  its v is ta s  a re  s h o c k in g . A rt is th e  b u r n 

in g  b u sh  th a t  b o th  s h e lte rs  an d  m a k e s  v is ib le  

o u r  p ro fo u n d e r  lo n g in g s . "11 L e t  us n o w  ta k e  o ff  

o u r  s h o e s . W e  a re  a b o u t  to  s te p  o n  h o ly  g ro u n d . 

T h e  la d d e r  o f  p o e m s  n o w  aw aits.
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Part of the If  th e  c r is is  is e x is te n t ia l ,  " p h i lo s o p h y  s te p s

fo rw a rd  a lso  w ith  its o w n  w ay s o f  m a k in g  sen se  

spiritual jour- o f  th in g s ,"  n o te s  O r r .9 H e  is re fe rr in g  to  th e  idea 

in  W e s te r n  p h ilo s o p h y  th a t  re a so n  c a n  triu m p h  

ney, as with the o v e r  c o n fu s io n  an d  e m o tio n . W e  h a v e  th e  s en se  

th a t  if w e  c a n  fin d  th e  re a s o n  fo r  th e  e v e n t—  

creative one, c a n c e r , th e  k illin g , th e  e m o tio n a l sca rr in g — th e n  

th in g s  w ill b e  b e tte r . If w e  c a n  o n ly  fin d  th e  lo g ic  

is to come an d  ra tio n a lity  o f  th e  e v e n t, w e  w ill b e  a b le  to

d eal w ith  it and  m o v e  b e y o n d  th e  e m o tio n  o f  th e  

to realize that m o m e n t. S u c h  re a so n s  are  s e ld o m  fo r th c o m in g —  

at least in w ay s th a t  w e  w o u ld  like.

"the matter Fin a lly , O r r  n o te s , ly ric  p o e try  c a n  a lso  step

forw ard . I q u o te  an e x te n d e d  p assag e  b e c a u se  O n  

at hand"—that w rites  so  w ell:

which we The personal lyric steps forward and says: “Bring
me your disorder. Turn your confused world into 

happen to think words and I, in turn, will step forward with my
primordial ordering principles of story, symbol, 

is the most and incantation. Together we will meet in the white
space of the blank page of the clearing in a forest 

concern of the where someone might stand and sing Quietly. And
out of your personal, human confusion and 

moment—is not the possibility of linguistic ordering we will make a
poem. That poem will be a true picture of your 

always what grief or joy—an expression of your experience of
disorder and your need for order... .Rather than 

should have our transcendence and abstraction counseled by philos
ophy and religion, the personal lyric urges the self 

attention. to translate its whole being into language where it
can dramatize and re-stabilize itself in the pat
terned language of a poem.10

O rr's  p o s itio n  is b o rn  o u t o f  h is  lo n g  e x p e r i

e n c e  as a p o e t  an d  o u t o f  th e  fa c t  th a t  as a ch ild  

h e  a c c id e n ta lly  k illed  h is b ro th e r . I h a v e  fe lt th e  

tru th  o f  th is  m y se lf  w ith  th e  d e a th  o f  m y  m o th e r  

b y  c a n c e r . I h a v e  fe lt it to  b e  tru e w ith  th e  d ea th  

o f  o th e rs  I h a v e  k n o w n .
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