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Foreword

Natalie Carnes


Since the global spread of Covid-19 and the months of catastrophes that followed, many of us have physically felt the entanglements of the world. We feel them through the knots in our chests, our shoulders, our stomachs. We feel them without us and within us, as we internally respond to and reiterate the snarls of our world. Our work and our failure to work has been pervaded by the knots of oppressions, suffering, devastation, fury, and stress.

The power of the essays in this volume grows from their candor about making and theologizing under such knotted conditions. Contributors identify and speak to the crises of the pandemic, systemic racism, the climate emergency, the wildfires of California, the ongoing legacy of Hurricane Katrina. They name personal suffering as well—losing a spouse, a home, a series of connections to childhood. One contributor speaks to the anxiety of making. Naming the striving that funds her art, Linnéa Spransy Neuss writes, “Thank God for restless yearning.” And then, “I wish for its end.” The knots are in our worlds, our communities, and ourselves. Yet entangled with them are our sources of energy and delight, and the contributors are frank about these as well. Leah Glenn describes sharing dance as joy, and Awet Andemicael acknowledges the divine pleasure in her song. Gladness is braided with distress; vitality with affliction.

Reading the diverse contributions that compose this volume—from artists and theologians, on the phenomenology of making and the theology of it, in reflective registers and argumentative ones—I found one image kept recurring to me, like a chorus to which each essay responded differently. In that image, Mary is thronged by angels and looking down, peaceful and absorbed, at the ribbon in her hand. To her left, the ribbon is raveled in knots. To her right, the part that has already passed through her hands is smooth and loose. An angel holds up the unraveled portion, gazing at the viewer as if to invite her to accept this ribbon as a promise of consolation. Mary’s attention, meanwhile, remains placidly focused on the knot between her hands. Any moment she will gently untie it.

Mary, Untier of Knots has become a popular image of devotion, particularly in Latin America, since Pope Francis brought a print of it back from Germany to Argentina when he was a bishop there in the 1980s. Painted by Johann Georg Schmidtner in 1700, the Untier of Knots takes its name from a Marian title that dates back to Irenaeus’s claim in the second century, “The knot of Eve’s disobedience was loosed by the obedience of Mary.”1 As a picture of divine work in a problem-ridden world, of what it means to hope for a new creation, the Untier (also called Undoer) of Knots has a strong appeal. It offers a divine mother who can untangle our stressed, knotted bodies and our stressed, knotted world, undoing the problems of creation like patient hands untangling a ribbon. The promise of imminent disentanglement that it affirms is literally at hand.

As beloved images do, the Schmidtner painting has inspired a number of other images, and in some recent images of Mary, Untier of Knots, an interesting ambivalence appears. Knots bear a positive presence. In his black-and-white block print of the image, for example, Kreg Yingst surrounds Mary with both straight and knotted lines, their contrast and convergence heightened by the absence of color in the image (see fig. 1).2 Mary holds a ribbon with both hands half-raised as if in prayer, as the ribbon moves from between her fingers to behind her head and seems to re-emerge as a series of Celtic knots, traditional symbols for the Trinity, which create the halo for Mary. With no tangle to absorb her attention, this knot-haloed Mary looks directly at the viewer.

Another artist, Daniel Mitsui, remains more faithful to the Schmidtner pattern, but he modifies it by orbing Mary with four colorful bands of varied knots, drawing on “Gothic, Northumbro-Irish, Persian and Mexican” artistic traditions (see fig. 2).3 The knots are beautiful, not snarled; they give the picture texture and dynamism. To undo these knots would strip the bands from the image and leave the Marian center adrift. Do we really want the knots untied? Rather than answering this question, the image underscores it. In the center of this image, Mary holds a ribbon that has no clear “before” and “after” side. Neither tangled nor smooth, the ribbon on both sides twists and loops, flowing into the knots in the band immediately encircling Mary.
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Figure F.1. Kreg Yingst, Mary, Untier of Knots, 2020
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Figure F.2. Daniel Mitsui, Our Lady, Undoer of Knots, 2019


The incorporation of positive knots into images of Mary, Untier of Knots, is not limited to novel versions of the image. Perhaps the most striking example of knots bearing positive presence occurs as a form of honoring the Schmidtner image. A reproduction of that painting was brought out for Pope Francis’s visit to Philadelphia in 2015. To house the image, artist Meg Saliman made a structure from cloth collected from an organization serving the homeless, and she bound the pieces together with thirty thousand knots representing the prayers and petitions of the people for mercy and justice. It was named the Knotted Grotto, and Imam Abdul-Aleem, who was also involved in the project, voiced the hope that Pope Francis’s visit would be a “moment to undo the knots of racism, classism and sexism that kept many people at arms-length of society.”4 The knots of the grotto are both the knots of oppression and the hopes and prayers for justice. There are knots that need to be disentangled, but there are also knots that are doing important work in the world.

Across the three artworks, the knots of the images signify problems, but they also symbolize the Trinity, halo Mary, communicate the dynamism of creation, represent prayers, and, in a beautiful irony, create a grotto in which to petition that the knots of the world may be undone. The ambivalent presence of knots in these images encourages the viewer to resist the fantasy of frictionless existence. Knots are not untied so that we might float free of the earth, unbothered by the difficulties of relationships. They are untied so that better ones can be tied.

An ambivalence about knots is even embedded in the origin story of the Schmidtner image. It was commissioned by a nobleman in honor of his grandparents, who had once been on the brink of divorce. They sought counsel and prayer from a Jesuit priest and gave him their marriage ribbon, by which they had been bound together in their marriage ceremony in a ritual that symbolized their invisible union. The priest, who had received a Marian apparition while praying for the couple, lifted up the ribbon and untied the knots. As he did so, the ribbon brightened. The couple’s marriage, it is reported, was from that moment repaired.5 The knots in the ribbon at one point symbolized the marital union; at another, the problems in which that union was entangled. The knots were undone that the knot of their union might be strengthened. It is divine work to untie knots; it is divine work to make and repair them. If the new creation is the wedding of heaven and earth, if it is pictured in the marriage feast of the Lamb, then new creation must require the tying of knots as well as the untying of them.

It seems fitting that though the Marian title, Untier or Undoer of Knots, obscures the knot-making aspect of divine work, artists have picked up on the significance of knots and represented it, carrying it forward in new versions of the Untier of Knots. It seems apt that artists express the importance of knots because while aspects of both the work of theology and of art could be described as tying or untying, the work of art has particular affinities with tying. When it comes to the work done amidst devastation and problems, theologians often find themselves compelled to untie knots, identifying, tracing, and extricating pernicious entanglements such as colonialist legacies, environmental crises, global pandemics, and deep inequalities. But artists, while they can operate at this level of untying, often seem engaged in creating knots, in finding ways of binding what has been torn and broken, helping to knot together new community, as in the example of the Knotted Grotto. This work seems exemplified in the contribution of Lanecia Rouse Tinsley, who writes:

Later in the pandemic, after having time to see and listen to life, art became a space where I could speak directly to the disparities the Covid-19 pandemic only shed a brighter light upon. For instance, I recently showed a work titled 2020 Elegy for the Breathless (2020–2021), where I made over 59,000 marks for Black and Indigenous Americans who died as of January 5, 2021, because of Covid-19.


The knots of failure, of racism, of system inequality, are represented and offered up, not as an act of diagnosis, but in a gesture of lament. Inviting the viewer to mourn the Black and Indigenous Americans who died in a pandemic that has exposed systemic, racist inequalities in our world and healthcare systems, 2020 Elegy provokes us into the work of repairing and retying our frayed communal bonds. Writing about her own art form, Andemicael describes singing as “a profound experience of whole-making, a unifying act of shalom that brings into coherence the quotidian fragmentation of my flesh and breath, mind and heart, body and spirit.” Her art calls her into a new relation to herself, and the word shalom suggests this relation echoes out into new possibilities for her relation to the world.

We need both acts, both the tying and the untying. New creation is fastening the words of the Lord to our heart. It is loosing the bonds of injustice. It is binding the brokenhearted. It is unbinding the Lazaruses called forth to new life. We untie the knots of injustice and unmercy that we might be knit together in true community, in “love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony” (Col 3:14). The theologians and artists gathered for this volume witness to these acts of untying and tying, and they also, in their various ways, perform through their contributions acts of tying and untying. Collectively they attempt to name and disentangle the devastations of our world from our divine yearnings, reflections, and representations, even as they also knot, twist, loop, and weave new visions and bonds. In so doing, they also call us, the readers, into this work of tying and untying, of living in a hope that is active, serious, and open-eyed in its orientation to the grace of new creation.






Preface

Jeremy Begbie, Daniel Train, and W. David O. Taylor


Over the last few decades, the conversation between Christian theology and the arts has burgeoned, and it shows no signs of waning. Theological observers note its quickly expanding presence online, conferences and symposia multiply, resources proliferate, and publishers are beginning to see the field as a serious market. This book aims to further this vibrant conversation through exploring a prominent theme in Scripture, that of new creation. It comprises a series of essays and conversations from leading scholars engaged in theology and the arts as well as a collection of testimonies from practicing artists of faith.

The book has its origins in a three-day symposium on theology and the arts, DITA10, which was organized by Duke Initiatives in Theology and the Arts (DITA).1 Held in September 2019 at Duke Divinity School, in Durham, North Carolina, it aimed both to look back over the ten years since DITA was founded and to look ahead to discern how the theology-and-arts dialogue might be shaped in the future. Hundreds of participants came from across the globe and from a wide range of Christian traditions. The gathering featured lectures and conversations, workshops for church leaders, corporate worship, visual art displays, and an interactive concert with musicians from distinguished US orchestras. In due course, a number of the main presenters were invited to revise their material to be included in a book for a larger audience. However, given the gap between DITA10 and the publication of this book, their reflections have inevitably developed in ways that we could not have foreseen in 2019. In particular, we have been faced with a seismic double pandemic—Covid-19 and an increased recognition of systemic racial injustice, both of which are still urgently pressing and poignant concerns at the time of writing. The marks of these turbulent times are visible in what follows, and intentionally so.

The theme of the symposium was new creation, one of the most prominent themes in Scripture. Indeed, the trajectory from creation to new creation is arguably the Bible’s central plotline, arching from the “In the beginning” of Genesis to the climactic new heaven and earth of Revelation. God creates, God recreates. New creation also has obvious resonances with the arts. Artists are makers, fashioning clay, arranging sounds, constructing fictional plots, shaping lines on a canvas. But it may be more accurate to say that they are re-makers—bringing about new things from given things. It is not surprising, then, that we have found this pivotal biblical concept speaking to a diverse set of interests in the arts as well as offering a unifying vision that can serve as a common ground for integrative, interdisciplinary dialogue.

The book, then, draws together multiple perspectives and approaches in a generative conversation around a major biblical theme, with the aim of providing a catalyst for further engagements of a similar kind, not only in the academy but also in the church, and wherever artists are at work in the public square. And because it is impossible for any multiauthor volume to give voice to every relevant concern in the intersection between new creation, on the one hand, and the field of theology and the arts, on the other, our hope is that readers will extend what they find here in numerous ways that we have not yet imagined.

The collection begins with an essay by Jeremy Begbie, setting the scene biblically and theologically for the contributions that follow. The section titled “Soundings” comprises a series of essays tracing the resonances between the theme of new creation and a specific question or issue at the intersection of theology and the arts. Much of the energy of DITA10 came from public dialogues between leading figures in theology and the arts, and four of these appear under the heading “Conversations.” We have tried to preserve as far as possible the conversational tone of each of the dialogues. In “Arts in Action,” practicing artists give accounts of their own work in relation to the new-creation theme, speaking directly of the struggles as well as the joys of Christian artistic witness in a contemporary world. To close, we are delighted to print a sermon by the distinguished New Testament scholar N. T. Wright, delivered at the symposium’s concluding worship service.

Gratitude is due on multiple fronts. DITA10 was generously funded by the McDonald Agape Foundation under the extraordinary leadership of Al McDonald, whose presence at the conference (along with some of his children and grandchildren) only weeks before he died was one of our most lasting and poignant memories. His son, Peter, has supported DITA at every turn, and not least during those three days. Our thanks also go to David McNutt and all at InterVarsity Press for their care and guidance at every stage of the publishing process. We are especially grateful to Dr. Alice Soulieux-Evans for her help in preparing this remarkably diverse set of writings for publication. All will agree, however, that the major administrative load has been borne by Dr. Chloë Reddaway, without whose persistence, efficiency, and grace this project would never have reached completion.

Finally, the book is dedicated to Greg Jones, who through his entire tenure as dean of Duke Divinity School unstintingly championed the work of DITA. We wish him every blessing of the new creation as he takes up new opportunities.






Introduction

“There Before Us”

New Creation in Theology and the Arts

Jeremy Begbie


My life flows on in endless song;

Above earth’s lamentation,

I catch the sweet, though far-off hymn

That hails a new creation.1

ROBERT LOWRY





Despite many attempts to shrink religion down to a mere lifestyle choice, a private option for private people, the inescapable fact is that Christianity comes with nothing less than what Richard Weaver calls a “metaphysical dream,”2 an integrative vision of the way things actually are—embracing God, humans, and the cosmos at large. And in the Christian Scriptures, this finds expression in an overarching epic, what Paul Blowers calls the “drama of the divine economy”: from creation to new creation, from God’s first “Let there be!” to the glittering finale of a world remade.3 It is this dramatic trajectory of all things toward a new creation that inspires and shapes the essays in this book, as it did the symposium in which they originated.4

The choice of a scriptural theme is quite deliberate. Those of us working in the theology-and-arts arena have not always been inclined to engage with Scripture in depth. We have often appealed rather too quickly to off-the-shelf philosophies and theological generalities that distance us from the distinctive and disturbing energy of these seminal texts. The Bible’s sheer oddness, its often puzzling, head-scratching unusualness, culminating in the exaltation of a shamed and crucified Messiah—in short, the newness of the new creation it attests—is too often muted or blurred. With that in mind, this essay is an attempt to bring to the surface the distinctive shape and contours of the concept of new creation as it appears in Scripture, not only with a view to introducing the essays and reflections that follow, but to stimulate others to explore the peculiar freshness of this theme for imagining the role of the arts in the purposes of God.

After some initial ground clearing, I outline three senses in which new creation can be thought of as something that is “before us”: (1) it is already secured in the past; (2) it lies ahead of us as an ultimate goal; and (3) it faces us as a reality we are invited to enter here and now. I attempt to show some of the ramifications of all three for the world of the arts, drawing especially on other contributions to this volume. I then go on to outline different ways in which God’s new creation can be thought of as new—again pointing to what this new-creation newness might mean for the way we make and engage with art.

To begin with, some general observations. In the New Testament, the notion of new creation surfaces most prominently in the writings of the apostle Paul, and explicitly in 2 Corinthians 5:17 (“if anyone is in Christ, new creation [kainē ktisis]!”)5 and Galatians 6:15 (“For neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is anything; but a new creation [kainē ktisis] is everything!”). It also informs Paul’s discussion of the resurrection body in 1 Corinthians 15 and the cosmic vista of Romans 8:21: “the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.”6 All these texts make multiple allusions to earlier Jewish writings, especially the prophecies of Isaiah, which speak openly of “new heavens and a new earth” (Is 65:17; 66:22).7 But creation’s renewal is a theological current evident in numerous other places across both Testaments: for instance, in the Psalms (e.g., Ps 104:29-30), in Revelation 21 (the classic evocation of “a new heaven and a new earth”), and, not least, in John’s Gospel.8

Two features of this material are especially important to note at the outset. First, we are dealing with a theme that only makes sense if viewed with unwavering attention to the person of Christ. He is Creator and new creation in one: the one through whom and for whom God made all things (Jn 1:1; cf. Heb 1:1; Col 1:16), the one in whom all things hold together (Col 1:17), and as such he is the one in whom and through whom God has chosen to reconcile all things to himself through the cross (Col 1:20). Athanasius clinches the point in nuce: “We will begin, then, with the creation of the world and with God its Maker, for the first fact that you must grasp is this: the renewal of creation has been wrought by the Self-same Word who made it in the beginning.”9 All this should make us wary of any account of new creation elaborated apart from what has transpired in Christ.10 Second, new creation concerns both the anthropological and the cosmological.11 Especially if we keep in mind the Jewish milieu of the idea of new creation, we will see that these two imply each other.12 When the anthropological is primarily in view there is no reason to assume the wider sense has disappeared. So, for example, although Paul’s declaration “if anyone is in Christ, new creation!” (2 Cor 5:17) refers chiefly to human renewal, it assumes a cosmological setting. And when the chief interest is in the renewal of the created world at large, that is rarely, if ever, understood apart from humanity’s part in that renewal.13 Attempts to split the two dimensions apart will likely owe more to modernity’s tendency to set human over against nonhuman than to anything implied by the biblical texts themselves.


THERE BEFORE US


To open up our theme, we can borrow some pregnant words from Richard Wilbur. The poet muses on the fact we never really invent anything but are “merely bearing witness | To what each morning brings again to light.” Much of what we see will amaze us—the wind on a roof, a horse’s neck, the shade on soil—but most remarkable is that


All these things

Are there before us; before we look

Or fail to look; there to be seen or not

By us14



Wilbur clearly has in mind here the created world as we see it here and now: it is there whether we acknowledge its presence or not. But the words “there before us” are arguably just as applicable to new creation—and, I suggest, in at least three senses.

There behind us: The “alreadyness” of new creation. First, new creation is “there before us” in the sense of being behind us, as something already accomplished. The thought may seem odd, since whatever else it is, new creation is obviously a future reality. But the panoramic future painted in, say, Revelation 21 and 22 only makes sense when seen as the final outworking of something already decisively achieved “once and for all,” within time past.15 New creation has already been worked out, forged in the risen and ascended Christ. Just as the people of Israel repeatedly recall the exodus, their definitive rescue from slavery for a new future, so Christians speaks of an even greater and even more decisive liberation, already realized in our midst, one that opens out a far greater future. In Jesus the Messiah, the Creator has already broken into what Paul calls this “old age,” the age of sin, suffering, injustice, and death; already submitted to its down spiraling powers; already snapped the chains that hold the world back; and already raised this same Jesus from the dead, re-creating his lacerated, dead, decaying, human body to enjoy an unimaginably new mode of life. Decisively particular and particularly decisive, new creation is something already embodied in concrete history. The dawn of the new day has already broken.

This “alreadyness” of God’s new creation cannot but cast light on every aspect of artistic making and engagement. The confidence it inspires can be seen at many points in the essays and conversations in this book, a confidence especially striking when seen against the background of the horrific intrusion of a global virus and virulent racism.

It is not, however, a confidence that has always been prominent in the theology-and-arts arena. In the course of a discussion of an “evangelical public theology,” James K. A. Smith asks pointedly: “How many paradigms of supposedly ‘Christian’ political theology operate as if [the resurrection of Jesus] never happened?”16 Perhaps the same could sometimes be asked of our theologizing about the arts. So, for example, when we speak of beauty—whether the beauty we perceive in the created world or the beauty we bring about through art—to what extent are we prepared to allow the new creation bodied forth in Jesus Christ to be the measure and paradigm of what is beautiful? In the one conceived and empowered by the Spirit, born in a stable, hounded to a shameful death, vindicated by God on the third day, raised as “spiritual body,” and exalted to the right hand of God—in this very material human being the stuff of the earth has been made new, brought to its divinely intended, dazzling (beautiful) culmination. We have here a way of conceiving beauty that has colossal reformative power, not least in helping us avoid the sentimentality that so often dogs our talk of beauty. Hans Urs von Balthasar is one of the most prominent to point us in this direction, but he is by no means the only one.17

We might say similar things about creativity. What if we were to situate much more clearly our talk of making art in the light of the re-making already realized in Christ? Perhaps we would be less inclined to exalt the artist as a heroic, self-empowered, priestly redeemer, grimly struggling against the odds to bring truth to light in the face of uncomprehending audiences, and more inclined to see him or her as a creature of this earth, whose creative labor, while arduous, will be marked by a deeper and uncanny confidence that the End has already been secured.

Related to this, we might find ourselves being more cautious about the word prophetic. Several writers in this volume touch on this motif.18 They and others know how easy it is to extract “the prophetic” from the Bible’s narrative of grace, from its roots in something already assured. Of course, in a sense this is more than understandable. Comforting assurances about sorrow and tears being wiped away in heaven have notoriously been used as tools of oppression, deflecting attention from injustice in the here and now; shamefully, the arts have often been pulled into this kind of scheme. Nonetheless, it can hardly be forgotten that the Hebrew prophets delivered their stinging attacks on social corruption against the background of their belief in God’s primal commitment to his people and to the world he refuses to let go. The fierce words, the exposure of exploitation and tyranny, are energized at base by a covenant of love, played out in Israel’s liberation from Egypt. Likewise, the intense rhetoric of judgment we find in the letters of the New Testament appears to be fueled by the conviction that in Christ, the God of love has already decisively unmasked the principalities and powers that spoil his good creation, already disarmed them. That is the decisive judgment in this world, and the Last Judgment is its final outworking. Grounding “the prophetic” in God’s prior gracious acts makes it far more severe and searching than our own self-made attempts at unmasking and condemning wrong, and far more likely to lead to healing. In this connection, Steve Prince’s remarkable evocation of a vibrant hope in the midst of the death-dealing horrors of Hurricane Katrina comes to mind (Katrina’s Dirge),19 as does Jackie Price-Linnartz’s trenchant comments on hero figures and the pervasive racism in contemporary film: “The idol [of whiteness] may have warped our love,” she writes, “but a greater Love calls (1 Jn 4), inviting us to get swept together into the Love who creates, redeems, restores, and generates that which is altogether new.”20

There ahead of us: The consummation of new creation. We have already strayed into the second sense of “before us”—new creation is “there before us” as our ultimate future horizon, ahead of us. The raising of the crucified Jesus on the third day is an advance performance, a preview not only of the “spiritual body” to be given to those in Christ, but of the final remaking of the entire space-time continuum, confirming God’s primordial pledge to sustain this world and not let it go.21 So in Revelation 21 we find John’s highly theatrical re-visioning of Isaiah’s new heaven and new earth, now centered on none other than the risen Christ. He is the Alpha and the Omega, the one encompassing creation and new creation in one. God dwells with his people, and God’s children (not least those denied justice in this life) join in the praise of all creation in honoring the Lamb on the throne.

In the arts, this magnetism toward a promised future is impossible to avoid if the reality of new creation is allowed its sway. Any serious investment in a Christian worldview will almost inevitably at some stage, at some level, display its eschatological charge. Of course, artists have often portrayed the End very overtly and concretely, and sometimes in ways that suggest the new creation is a mere restoration of the old, a return to Eden. Much more convincing is the Balinese artist Nyoman Darsane. In an evocation of Revelation 22, where a perpetual stream flows from God’s throne nourishing the tree of life, Darsane welcomes us into the verdant landscape of his own homeland, Bali, but in a richly augmented, expanded, and over-abundant form.22

Despite passages like this, however, in the New Testament the ultimate new creation is much more commonly invoked as it directly affects life in the present—and this takes us to our next section.

There facing us, here and now: The accessibility of new creation. The third sense in which new creation is “before us” is that it meets us here and now, as an accessible, living reality. With the raising of Jesus and the coming of the Spirit, the future has broken into the present “old age.” Hence Paul’s compressed announcement: “If anyone is in Christ, new creation!” (2 Cor 5:17).23 An overlap is thus generated between old and new, and with it a tension that every Christian faces: between the old order in its death throes and the new one being born.24 The painter Linnéa Spransy Neuss writes later: “Surges of patience and impatience, disillusionment and confidence that our troubled moment will one day reach resolve—these emotional experiences illustrate the Christian in an age of overlap as accurately as they depict the global experience of lockdown.”25

And how is this new reality accessible? The New Testament answers: through the Holy Spirit.26 The Spirit—as the firstfruits of the final harvest (Rom 8:23), the down payment of what is to come (2 Cor 1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:14), the seal of the future (1 Cor 1:21-22; Eph 1:13; 4:30)—is both the evidence that the new creation has come in Jesus, and the guarantee that it will eventually come in all its fullness. For humans, life in the new creation entails being adopted by the Spirit into the Christ’s own relation to his “Abba” Father, and thus made sons and daughters as well as coheirs with him—heirs of God and God’s promised future (Rom 8:15-17; cf. Gal 4:4).

Music offers potent ways of imagining this. Evocative words of John Donne (1572–1631) come to mind:


Since I am coming to that holy room,

Where, with thy choir of saints for evermore,

I shall be made thy music; as I come

I tune the instrument here at the door,

And what I must do then, think here before.27



We can imagine a child who hears a great choir and orchestra through a crack in a concert hall door, the music she longs one day to join, and who starts to hum along with that music there and then. In this collection, musicians Elizabeth Klein and Shadwa Mussad speak of worship along these lines, as akin to a rehearsal for what is to come, “a sweet foretaste” of resurrection hope.28 Other art forms can intimate something similar. The painter Bethany Tobin has stunningly portrayed the ancient plea “Come, Holy Spirit” as a prayer for the future to break into the present by showing notated music shining through multilayered patterns of primary colors.29 And Micheal O’Siadhail in many of his poems draws on the metaphor of dance to speak of the Spirit catching us up—ahead of time, so to speak—into the life of the future.30

But the arts are far more than a mere storehouse of eschatological metaphors. For they can also serve to embody and mediate that future, albeit in provisional and imperfect ways. Might dance at its best offer a partial preview of the redeemed body of 1 Corinthians 15, a body released from the gravity of sin and death?31 As Richard Hays puts it in conversation with O’Siadhail about the poet’s latest mammoth work, “The only proper response to the testimony of Five Quintets is to get up on our feet lost in wonder, love, and praise, and to bust a move—to dance across creation’s dancing hall.”32 In other words: let the dance begin! And could we not say something like this of singing? Christopher Page notes a “narrow stream” of thought in the early church in which “the use of the [singing] voice is [regarded] as one of the principal continuities between the states of bodily life on either side of the grave.”33 Later in this collection, reflecting on her work as a professional singer, Awet Andemicael writes of singing as “a bridge between our created selves and the new creation.” In singing the Sanctus, she says, “It as if the veil between this in-between place and the fully new creation were rendered permeable.”34 David Taylor and Amy Whisenand Krall extend the thought through exegeting New Testament texts: in corporate song we are given the chance to “sing into” the new creation.35 And Jennifer Craft and Norman Wirzba highlight the way the arts can enable us to live more fully in the spaces we inhabit here and now, with an eye to the future: “the arts are really inviting us to dwell in . . . our places as they presently are, but they also show us how to participate in the work of redemption by imagining and making places that are profoundly new. . . . The artist’s work is deeply eschatological.”36

Through the Spirit, then, we are given to participate now in God’s working out of the new creation already secured in Christ, in anticipation of its eventual fulfillment. In this way, as N. T. Wright reminds us in his sermon for DITA10, not only do we become new creations, but we become agents of new creation in and for the world.37

To do justice to the New Testament’s vision of new creation, however, all this will need to be set in a communal context. It is no accident that Paul’s famous proclamation of new creation in 2 Corinthians 5:17 is immediately linked to the claim that God “has given us the ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor 5:18);38 nor is it an accident that the dancer Leah Glenn’s collaboration with artist Steven Prince (so obviously alluding to new creation) should be titled Communal Resurrection.39 The “new thing” God is doing includes at its heart gathering a new community, a radically new polis of Jew and Gentile made possible through the dying and rising of Christ.40 Artists of faith often instinctively swerve away from talk of church—and understandably so, given the endemic divisions that continue to fracture the Body of Christ, the often appalling record of the church in the arts, and the still pervasive image of the artist as the misunderstood loner, answerable to no one but themselves. Yet the church is integral to everything the New Testament says about new creation, not a bolt-on. At some point that will need to affect the way we see the arts playing out practically. It is encouraging to see the role of the arts in peacemaking and social justice emerging as a flourishing field of interest in theological and religious studies—something especially pertinent to our current cultural moment.41 Shadwa Mussad writes of her experience in the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra, founded to bring together young Arab and Israeli musicians. “Playing in the Divan Orchestra was a formative experience for me in understanding the power—and limitations—of music in bringing about reconciliation.”42 But much work remains to be done in this area, especially on the arts as mediators of shalom within churches.




WHAT’S NEW ABOUT WHAT’S BEFORE US?


Even if we do accept these broad parameters, at some stage we are very likely to ask: What is new about God’s new creation? In artistic circles, discourse about “the new” abounds. This is hardly surprising, given that art involves bringing about something that does not already exist, something that the physical world cannot bring about on its own. And artists are generally keen to avoid merely repeating the art of the past; for them, novelty matters. But what has this to do with the novelty that marks God’s new creation? And what would we expect to see if the arts were to be caught up in this kind of newness, if they were to be what Judith Wolfe calls an “analogical reverberation” of divine newness?43

The question is huge, of course, but to bring this essay to a close, let me highlight just five features of the newness the New Testament celebrates, and with each, allude to some of the ways each might reverberate within the world of the arts.

First of all, the new creation does not emerge smoothly out of the old order. When the first Christians spoke of new creation, they were not imagining some possibility latent in the world. For Paul, in this “old age,” the present era, God’s good world is held back by sin, decay, and death. And its liberation requires a fresh act of God from outside its own immanent resources. New creation does not simply emanate out of what has been; it is marked by an intrinsic unpredictability. This clearly puts a question mark beside any mechanistic picture of the universe as a closed system of cause and effect, where the future is simply the inevitable, inexorable unwinding of the past (an outlook rendered dubious, as it happens, by modern physics). New creation also puts a question mark against organic, evolutionary optimism: the belief that the universe’s future consists of the steady unfolding of its own capacities, a gradual crescendo toward a glorious goal. In any case, from the physical scientist’s point of view, the ultimate future of the universe is bleak in the extreme; it will be either a total collapse or an extended process of decay. The key point is this: Christian faith puts its deepest confidence and hope not in the intrinsic nature of the created world as it is, but in God’s power to bring about the end that God desires, a new creation.

“I am about to do a new thing” (Is 43:19). Isaiah clearly does not believe this new thing is programmed from the start, or that it depends upon some kind of active capacity sitting inside the world (or inside humans). And the same goes, par excellence, for the new thing God brings about in Jesus. The virginal conception of Jesus signals something that does not merely proceed seamlessly out of Israel’s history; the “new birth” Jesus describes in John 3 does not derive from an act of the fallen human will but from a fresh act of the Spirit; Jesus’ resurrection is not a symbol of new life already built into the world, but God’s own radical interruption of an order dragged down by sin and death; and the final new heaven and earth is not the endpoint of a dynamic engrained in the universe, but the event of Easter stretched to the cosmos as a whole.

There are numerous ways in which the arts can embody the radically gratuitous newness of new creation, resisting what Iain McGilchrist calls “the cheerless gloom of necessity.”44 A good example can be found in Lanecia Rouse Tinsley’s installation “Otherwise” Perception, which bears witness to the way that during the Covid-dominated summer of 2020 Black people resisted the enormous pressure toward believing the way things are is the way they must be. Another example is the practice of improvisation, whether musical or dramatic, where we are made to feel with a peculiar intensity that what happens does not have to happen, that it could have been otherwise. Sam Wells writes about this in drama,45 and I have tried to show the same in music.46 J. S. Bach is probably the unmatched musical exemplar here, all the more remarkable because he was haunted by the inevitability of death for much of his life. Commenting on the arias and choruses of Bach’s Passions, the scholar John Butt observes that “Bach’s pursuit of the idea that each invention should imply a piece of unified substance brings consequences that could not have been predicted, so that what seems to be an enclosed world of predetermined connections can in fact imply an infinitude of possibilities.”47

Second—and this extends the last point—new creation is radically dissonant with the old order of sin and death. In Paul’s language, the old order has died in Christ (though not, of course, the created world as such), and a new order has begun. This is where the disjunctive, apocalyptic edge of new-creation theology needs to be felt. Life in this new reality will jar radically with what Charles Augustine Rivera in his essay calls “the logic of the false world which Christ has put to death.”48 Indeed, Ryan Jackson has persuasively argued that Paul’s language of new creation would have had strong political resonances to is hearers, grating against the Roman Empire’s eschatological ideology, in which Rome’s golden age was regarded as the inauguration of the climax of human history, ushering in a new world order of peace and prosperity. In this context, Paul’s cruciform message clashed starkly with any such vision, entailing the belief that the judicial murder of Jesus of Nazareth has made possible a peace that alone can heal the deepest divisions within the human race.49

In this vein, then, if we are to speak of the difference and distinctiveness of art that evokes new creation, it will not simply be the difference of “transgression” as defined by the art world, or the shallow difference of shock for shock’s sake. It will be, rather, the difference revealed with exquisite artistry when Jesus kisses the Grand Inquisitor in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, when an orientation toward death and emptiness confronts an order of love that refuses to play by the rules of that system. It is the difference opened up by Oskar Schindler in his evening dialogue with the Nazi camp commandant in the film Schindler’s List (“Power is when we have every justification to kill, and we don’t”). It is the difference we hear when a glowing hymn of praise erupts amid howling dissonance toward the close of James MacMillan’s St. John Passion.

And yet, third—and this is the other side of the last two points—the newness of new creation is not arbitrary or capricious. It is quite different from the kind of quest that has at various times bewitched the art world, and especially in the twentieth century: the pursuit of the completely fresh start, the clean slate, the wholly different, the “original” untainted by what is already or before. New creation does not operate in a sea of infinite possibility. It does not offer a wholesale escape from the past, from the stabilities and dependabilities of the created world. Without the laws of nature, life on this earth would be impossible; without traditions, the judgments of prior and trusted communities, there can be no society. That holds for the new as well as the old order (in this life, at any rate). And this very fact is ultimately rooted in the most important dependability of all: that of God. The new-creation acts of God may be unpredictable, but they will never be inconsistent with what God has done before. As the New Testament writers are eager to show, even the newest act of all, the resurrection of Jesus, profoundly resonates with what God achieved in making all things and redeeming Israel.

Art caught up in the Spirit of new creation, therefore, will likely be marked by an interplay between the regular and the unpredictable, between constraint and contingency, between tradition and innovation—it will have what O’Siadhail calls “a mixture of spontaneity and deliberate form.”50 Among other things, this means that the artist will not treat materiality as something to be escaped but rather cultivate a heightened attentiveness to it—to the rhythms of a stone, the contour of a leaf, the look in someone’s eye, the timbre of a voice—even while she reshapes and reframes these things into fresh forms. This was one of Gerard Manley Hopkins’s characteristic emphases, as Devon Abts shows in her discussion of his use of “inscape” and “instress.”51 The artist must also be apprenticed to traditions of artistic wisdom that have proved their worth, without which the febrile quest for originality will simply disappear down its own plughole.52 And all this, for the Christian, will be grounded in the fundamental interplay at the heart of God’s ways with the world—between what has been established in Christ and the ever fresh and improvisational ministry of the Spirit, who takes what is given in Christ and enlivens it here and now in ever fresh ways.53

Fourth, the new creation renews the broken, revealing what it could (and will) be. The one seated on the throne pronounces: “See, I am making all things new’” (Rev 21:5). The new creation does not obliterate the material world, but—in a way that stretches our imagination to its limits—reconfigures it, makes it new. With artists in mind, N. T. Wright asks, “How can we sing the Lord’s song, let alone the Lord’s new song, in the strange land where the natural order comes up with a deadly tsunami one day and a cancer the next, and where the human world seems to be in a downward spiral of bombs and blood, of hatred and horror?” He continues: “The Christian contribution to the arts must lie along the line of listening to the longing and groaning of creation, a longing which is itself multidimensional because it is the evidence of the Spirit’s groaning and longing within the world, and expressing and portraying that longing both in its present agony and in its certain hope.” A Christian celebration of the arts is thus “the sign and celebration, within the world of shame and sin and death, of the triumph of the Lamb as a past event and of the ultimate future victory of God over all the powers of evil.”54

But we can surely go further than this, for one of the things artists specialize in doing is to take what has been distorted and twisted, stained, and spoiled, and refashion it into something of radiance and promise. This is the re-creativity we see when a musician such as Jacob Collier reharmonizes music others might regard as dead.55 It is the re-creativity on display in a sculpture commissioned by the British Museum in 2005, Tree of Life, made entirely from decommissioned weapons from the Mozambican Civil War, previewing the final tree of life in the new creation of Revelation 22:2.56 And—preeminently—it is the re-creativity that Paul struggles to articulate in 1 Corinthians 15:35-57 when he writes of our resurrection bodies in the world to come. Echoing the Gospels’ narratives of Jesus’ resurrection appearances, and in keeping with Jewish tradition, he finds himself speaking of the physicality of the new body. But this cannot be the mere continuation of bodily life we know now. The body of this age is constantly breaking up, decaying every day, prone to sin, and spinning down to death. No, says Paul, this body will be remade, rematerialized into a something barely describable: a “spiritual body,” animated, revivified by the Holy Spirit of the age to come—a hyperphysical body, we might say. It has already found its prototype in the risen Christ (see Phil 3:20-21): it is for us to live in the present knowing this is our promised future.

This takes me to a fifth and final reflection, and it leads not so much to a conclusion as a question. In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul describes the future resurrection body with a word variously translated as “imperishable” or “incorrupt” (1 Cor 15:42, 50, 52-54). In his commentary on this letter, Anthony Thiselton argues that this fails to bring out the force of the original (aphthartoi). He urges us to translate the key word as “decay’s reversal.”57 The true negation of running down—the degeneration, emptiness, and fruitlessness of our current bodies—is not simply “running on” (survival) but “running up”: “a dynamic process of ethical, aesthetic, and psychosocial flourishing, purpose, and abundance.”58 It is a mind-bending thought. But it makes much sense of Paul’s overall argument, especially if we take seriously what the New Testament tells us about sharing in God’s eternal life.59 On this account, then, the condition of the final new creation is not simply that of not dying, but one in which there is an eternally expanding, proliferating newness—in short, novelty without loss, a life “in which new occurrences are added but nothing passes away.”60 My question is simply: How might the arts gesture toward this kind of newness?










PART I

SOUNDINGS
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In God’s Good Time

Poetry and the Rhythms of New Creation

Devon Abts


See then that ye walk circumspectly, not as fools, but as wise, Redeeming the time, because the days are evil.

EPHESIANS 5:15-16 KJV





The biblical proclamation of a “new creation” is, among other things, an assertion that the created order exists in a liminal temporal space between the event of the resurrection and the as-yet-unrealized promise of eschatological fulfillment. According to the New Testament authors, past, present, and future are united in the risen Body of Christ (Eph 1); those who are “in Christ” already belong to the new creation (2 Cor 5:17) and are therefore able to “walk in newness of life” (Rom 6:4). At the same time, Jesus’ followers remain embedded in finitude, joining the rest of creation in “eager longing” for the day when God will deliver the whole created order from “bondage to decay” (Rom 8:19, 21). In other words, the Christian life exists in a “dialectical tension” between the reality of entropic finitude, on the one hand, and the hope of life in eternity, on the other.1 In light of all this, the injunction to “redeem the time” in Ephesians 5 might be seen as a summons to participate in an ongoing process of transformation by learning how to inhabit the vital rhythms of new creation.

The outbreak of Covid-19 precipitated a seismic disruption to our lived experience of time. Deprived of the usual temporal markers—from daily commutes to family holidays—many of us found ourselves rethinking how we understand and relate to time, both individually and collectively. The shock of this rupture in our temporal perception has been compounded by the degree to which our familiar rhythms had already become “in bondage to decay.” As Charles Taylor observes, human beings in the modern West are generally accustomed to operating in a “thick environment of measured time,” which is “both the condition and the consequence” of our pathological obsession with market production, a perceived need “to make the best of time, to use it well, not to waste it.”2 Our lives are tightly regulated around clocks and calendars: a full schedule is a moral achievement, and productivity the measure of success. Yet in this scheme, a subject has no real agency; she is driven by the coercive pressures of time into a state of inertia.

Thus, it is unsurprising that this dramatic rupture in time has exposed a range of menacing fault lines deep within the strata of our common life. The divisions are not new; rather, the exigencies of the moment have merely exacerbated longstanding structural inequalities: racial, economic, and gender hierarchies, to name a few examples. These disparities are borne of a diseased social imagination that serves existing systems of power rather than the needs of God’s beloved creation. In light of present circumstances, Christians are called upon to consider what it might look like to embody the rhythms of the new creation as a mode of protest against such moral and spiritual inertia. How might we “redeem the time” in the midst of such myriad convergent crises?

This essay draws on the writings of Gerard Manley Hopkins in order to consider how the notion of poetic rhythm might provide an apposite grammar for theological discourse about what it means to live into the promise of a new creation here and now. Importantly, my arguments are predicated on an understanding that human language is inextricably bound up with the circumstantial pressures and contingencies that shape our lives, and that scrutinizing our verbal habits can therefore help us understand and navigate the broader matrices of created experience. Hopkins is an exemplary test case for this argument, for his most profound and original theological insights are inseparable from the means by which they are communicated: they are registered “in the density of the medium.”3

In order to appreciate the theological achievement of Hopkins’s rhythmic innovations, we must first consider how his lyrical genius nourishes, and is reciprocally nourished by, a highly original theology of language. In what follows, I begin by tracing the broad contours of this underappreciated aspect of his thought, focusing especially on the way that the Victorian poet invites us to conceive of the verbal medium as concretely constituted by the interplay of sin and grace in ordinary circumstances. Having laid this theoretical foundation, I then proceed to shine a light on how the poet negotiates the spiritual exigencies of language in his great ode, “The Wreck of the Deutschland.” Ultimately, I contend that Hopkins strives to incarnate the rhythms of the new creation in the dense medium of his art through a vitalizing ethic of stress.


RHYTHMS OF SIN AND GRACE: HOPKINS’S THEOLOGY OF LANGUAGE


Hopkins’s entire theological worldview is predicated on an understanding that everything in creation is generated and sustained by the a priori gift of divine grace. Therefore, we may begin our investigation of his theology of language by examining how he translates this theological conviction into a linguistic principle through his enigmatic theories of inscape and instress. First, however, it is important to remember that Hopkins never defined either term; in fact, his references to both are generally unsystematic. He employs them variously, sometimes as nouns, sometimes as verbs, and each coinage holds together myriad ontological, linguistic, and spiritual inflections. While I cannot fully excavate the manifold layers of Hopkins’s terminology here, I do hope to elucidate a fresh understanding of their significance for his theology of language. By resisting the urge to impose a precise definition on either concept, we will be able to see more clearly how the poet’s terminology loosely articulates a compelling vision of grace as the inexhaustible divine gift that sustains and vitalizes word and world alike.

According to Hopkins, each created form is inwardly marked by its inscape, an “individually-distinctive beauty”4 that distinguishes “each mortal thing” (“As kingfishers catch fire,” line 5) or pattern in creation from all others.5 Importantly, Hopkins stresses that its beauty is more than material: it springs from the vital depths of Being itself.6 Thus, to perceive an inscape is to glimpse some aspect of reality that is normally “buried away” from sight: “Unless you refresh the mind from time to time,” the poet writes, “you cannot remember or believe how deep the inscape in things is.”7 Yet he also declares, “the world is full of inscape,” and if we had eyes to see “it could be called out everywhere.”8 Thus, while most critics stress distinctiveness as inscape’s primary characteristic, my more modest proposal is that this term captures Hopkins’s astonishment at the beauty of finite things encountered in their irreducible otherness. Correspondingly, it also captures the poet’s sense of wonder at belonging to a universe that is filled to bursting with endlessly differentiated forms, each one in touch with the vital depths of Being. It is therefore highly significant that he names inscape as “the very soul of art”9 and “the essential and only lasting thing in poetry.”10 By placing this conceptual term at the center of his poetic theory, Hopkins ascribes the same sense of excess and inexhaustibility to language itself. In sum, I would suggest that inscape expresses the poet’s supreme delight in the infinite, inexhaustible otherness that indwells each finite form and each verbal expression in their depth and density.

Inscape is upheld by instress, a vital pulse that surges within and between things, inwardly sustaining inscapes and outwardly generating relations between them. In other words, instress acts upon the world in two interrelated ways: on the one hand, it “unmistakably distinguishes and individualizes” things, and on the other it binds them together.11 Importantly, I would suggest that Hopkins derives his concept of instress partly from his understanding of poetic stress, which he describes in a letter to Coventry Patmore as “the making a thing more, or marking it markedly, what it already is; it is the bringing out of its nature.”12 Instress has this same effect on an inscape: it “marks it markedly,” deepening and drawing out or disclosing the “nature” of things without collapsing or reducing their essential otherness. Hopkins therefore frequently characterizes instress as an unsolicited, gracious bestowal—an ontological gift that opens the depths of an inscape to a perceiving subject, who in turn “instresses” the beheld inscape into her own self, thereby deepening the unity of subject and object.13 Yet the perceiver’s capacity to receive this gift is by no means given; it takes an attentive and aspirational imagination to “catch” instress, which only discloses fleeting glimpses of the ontological mysteries that are ordinarily “buried away.”14 Therefore, instress may be described as that which expresses the beauty-in-otherness of inscape as an intelligible reality to be beheld and known—but never wholly exhausted—within the depths of another.

Balancing the inexhaustible otherness of inscape with the communicating power of instress, Hopkins grounds his poetic theory on a principle of unity-in-multiplicity: while inscape preserves the irreducibility of each finite form, instress affirms that all such forms are bound together at an ontological level. Yet I would suggest that what makes inscape and instress so innovative from a theological perspective is the way that Hopkins fuses this evolving ontopoetic vision with an understanding of divine presence in order to approximate a distinctively pneumatological theology of grace. For the Jesuit Hopkins, self-being is perfected when we fuse our inscape to Christ,15 who makes “New Nazareths in us” (“The Blessed Virgin Compared to the Air We Breathe,” line 60) by the gift of grace. In his retreat notes, Hopkins writes that grace

is any action, activity, on God’s part by which, in creating or after creating, he carries the creature to or towards the end of its being, which is its self-sacrifice to God. . . . It is divine stress, holy spirit, and, as all is done through Christ, Christ’s spirit . . . Christ in his member on one side, his member in Christ on the other.16


Hopkins thus echoes traditional accounts of the Spirit’s role in sanctification: it is “divine stress, holy spirit” that facilitates our transformation—quite literally, in this passage—into Christ. This notion of grace corresponds to instress and is pneumatologically charged: as Hopkins writes in a sermon, “The Holy Ghost passes like a restless breath from heart to heart,” inscribing Christ within his followers.17 In the same way, instress surges both through the world and within ourselves, sustaining each inscape and forging connections between things at their deepest level of being. And, for Hopkins, the deepest level of being is always the Being of God.18

In other words, instress analogically relates each inscape through Christ—which, for Hopkins, means that God is viscerally present in and to the things of this world. This notion of divine intelligibility is one of the most pervasive themes in his poetry: “Christ plays in ten thousand places | Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his” (“As kingfishers catch fire,” lines 12-13). The poet glimpses his savior in the elegant kestrel of “The Windhover”; celebrates divine creative handiwork in “all things counter, original, spare, strange” (“Pied Beauty,” line 1); and praises “lovely-asunder | Starlight” for “wafting” the Godhead into the universe (“The Wreck,” lines 34-35). One of the more memorable poetic meditations on this theme is found in the opening quatrain of “God’s Grandeur”:


The world is charged with the grandeur of God.

It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;

It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil

Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod?



At first glance, the speaker’s assured pronouncement in line 1 suggests that divine presence radiates throughout the material world and gives itself to be known and shared by creatures. Yet on further consideration, the poet’s proclamation appears more modest: the world is charged, not with God, but with God’s grandeur. And this grandeur communicates itself through something like instress—that pneumatological pulse that analogically relates each thing to Christ. Thus, Hopkins identifies the “charge” of God’s grandeur with two vitalizing activities—“flaming out” and “gathering”—and underscores its association with the Spirit by invoking images of fire and oil.19 This resonates with a note from his spiritual meditations, in which the Jesuit writer reflects on the grace of the Spirit: “All things are therefore charged with love, charged with God, and if we know how to touch them give off sparks and take fire, yield drops and flow, ring and tell of him.”20 Note once again the choice of descriptive terms: “charged,” “sparks,” “take fire,” “flow,” “ring.” Through the Spirit’s grace, God is perpetually restoring the things of this world, infusing all finite forms with the life and energy of new creation.

To sum up this discussion so far, I would suggest that the poet’s theories of inscape and instress offer a compelling metaphorical idiom for the way that grace opens a space in this world for divine encounter. Moreover, by making these principles the cornerstone of his poetic theory, Hopkins implicitly grounds his theology of language on an understanding that the verbal medium is always already graced by the indwelling presence of divine Being: “God’s utterance of himself in himself is God the Word,” he writes, “outside himself is this world. This world then is word, expression, news of God.”21 All that exists owes its being to the verbal act of a Creator who indwells all created inscapes—including the inscapes of each verbal utterance—through the vitalizing instress of the Spirit’s grace.

At the same time, the final line in the opening quatrain of “God’s Grandeur” signals that things are not entirely right in God’s good creation: “Why do men then now not reck his rod?” Readers may begin to discern an answer to this question in the poem’s second quatrain:


Generations have trod, have trod, have trod;

And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;

And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil

Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.



To borrow a line from another Hopkins poem, what has happened to “all that juice and all that joy” (“Spring,” line 9) expressed in the first four lines of the poem? Here the beauty and vitality of God’s grandeur is contrasted with the spiritual inertia of day-to-day “trade” and “toil.” These lines are weary: the heaviness of “have trod, have trod, have trod” captures the monotony of humanity’s plodding, laborious steps. Our vision is so “bleared” and “seared” with the “smudge” and “smell” of human labor in time that we no longer sense God’s grandeur. Perception is wholly diminished to mechanical functionality and self-interest; and in such a state of spiritual darkness and imperception, humanity becomes blind to the needs of creation as well, stripping the soil bare in its endless quest for consumption. Thus, as the octet draws to a close, the reader is confronted with a disturbing paradox: the world may be “charged” with the grandeur of God, but all is so “smudged,” “smeared,” and “bleared” with the weight of human labor that we no longer sense the divine intelligibility that lies deep within things, waiting “to be called out everywhere.”

As these lines suggest, Hopkins is no theological sentimentalist; he is a dogmatic convert to Rome who completely assents to the church’s teaching on sin. Thus, while his theology of language is predicated on an understanding that all created things—including the verbal medium—are always and already graced, he simultaneously holds that word and world alike are subject to the corrosive pressures of sin. Hopkins is perhaps especially aware of the perils of poetic narcissism—the menacing threat of self-loving pride in his own genius, which is antithetical to the Jesuit life of prayer and self-abnegation. Thus, when explaining to a friend why he refuses to publish his poems, Hopkins remarks that fame is “hard to enter the kingdom of heaven with,” adding “the only just Judge, the only just literary critic, is Christ.”22 On one level, this indicates that Hopkins’s poetry is written for, dedicated to, Christ alone; but the poet also intimates a fear that he might be subject to “a severe judgment from God” for indulging in poetry at all when, as a priest, he ought to have attended “to more sacred or more binding duties.”23 As we consider his anxiety about poetic narcissism, then, it seems the poet is haunted by a more sinister preoccupation with the perilousness of language itself: just as we have the power to distort words, words have the power to distort us.

To better understand the implications of this for Hopkins’s theology of language, let us briefly turn to one of his most astute modern interpreters: the late poet and critic Geoffrey Hill. In an insightful essay on nineteenth-century speech rhythms, aptly titled “Redeeming the Time,” Hill asserts that “language gravitates and exerts a gravitational pull” and that speech is susceptible to an “inertial drag.”24 Driven by a desire to be understood, human beings allow their utterances to “drift” into the “familiar rhythms” of social custom; and since these rhythms conform not to the vital will of a speaker, but to the coercive pressures of “general taste,” Hill describes them as inert. Inert speech aims not at integrity but at convenience and accessibility: it accommodates prejudices, refuses to question itself, and in its “rhythmic gerrymandering”25 it engenders the antithesis of what the critic describes elsewhere as “diligence.”26 In other words, rhythmic inertia is what happens when a speaker surrenders her utterances to mindless demagoguery and self-serving indolence. Hill therefore suggests that the “inertial drag” of language is ultimately inseparable from the moral inertia of its users. And significantly, he elsewhere contends that this “coercive force of language” is inseparable from the coercive pressure of human sin in ordinary circumstances. Again, just as language “gravitates” toward error and infraction, so also the fallen human will gravitates toward sin.27

It is perhaps unsurprising that Hill lauds Hopkins as the nineteenth century’s greatest rhythmic innovator, for, as I have been suggesting here, the poet is acutely aware of this “inertial drag” of sin and its corrosive effects on self and language. “Our make and making break, are breaking down,” he writes in “The Sea and the Skylark” (line 13); and through the despairing voice of the Leaden Echo, the poet laments that all is “tumbling to decay” (“The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo,” line 12). In his spiritual writings, Hopkins names this movement toward decay as tepidity—a term he borrows from the emerging field of thermodynamics. “Spiritual tepidity,” he writes, “is not the being between hot and cold, for in that state every soul must be . . . but it is the passage down from hotter to colder . . . to be cooling or to have cooled.”28 As this citation reveals, tepidity is something more sinister than the soul’s ordinary vacillations: it is a “passage down” only, a “drifting” movement that overtakes us when we cease to be animated by God and gravitate toward solipsistic self-interest. In other words, to succumb to tepidity is to move from energy to entropy and, ultimately, to atrophy and death. “Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours,” the poet writes in “I wake and feel” (line 12); the soul cannot be its own sustenance. For Hopkins, then, sin is self-devouring that ends in self-destruction.
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