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          BY ROBERT HUDSON

        

      

    

    
      You’d be hard-pressed to find a Christian bookstore today that stocks both the writings of Charles Williams and the recordings of Bruce Cockburn (which may tell you something about the state of our current culture), and yet it was my good fortune in the winter of 1979/80 to work as a clerk in just such a bookstore in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, and, in my memory at least, I discovered both artists at nearly the same moment.

      Before then, I was familiar with Cockburn’s song “One Day I Walk” and found it intriguing, but then, like many other music fans, I fell in love with his “Wondering Where the Lions Are,” which was beginning to get radio airplay that winter. The song was the Canadian musician’s breakthrough hit in the US market, and so popular did it become that he was invited to be a musical guest on Saturday Night Live the following May (where he was paired, somewhat oddly, with country rockers the Amazing Rhythm Aces).

      The Christian themes woven throughout Cockburn’s album Dancing in the Dragon’s Jaws, on which “Wondering Where the Lions Are” appears, earned it a slot in the vinyl-record bins of the store I worked in. I would pipe it through the store’s sound system in rotation with albums by Amy Grant, Barry McGuire, Keith Green, Larry Norman, and, of course, Bob Dylan’s Slow Train Coming, which was 1979’s surprise love-it-or-hate-it gift to the Christian faithful (I loved it, of course, and still do), but while I was sometimes asked to take Dylan off the turntable, no one ever objected to Cockburn.

      Over that Christmas break, with Cockburn’s song still ringing in my ears, I read Williams’s novel The Place of the Lion and, for the first time, C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe—a veritable pride of lions converging in a literary savannah. Clearly, something was up, some esoteric connection existed, leaving me with only the vaguest notion of what lion, as a concept, might mean to them. With more reading and more listening I came to appreciate the contours of those connections—the Platonist imagery of a lion-beyond-all-lions, of the ideal forms of which our material world is but a faint shadow, of higher realities ready to burst like solar flares into our day-to-day lives.

      But it was not until this past month, while reading Rev. Dr. John R. Mabry’s Shadows of Ecstasy and Rumours of Glory, that I realized how profound those connections truly are—and how many more connections exist that I’ve never even imagined. As I discovered influence upon influence, I was fascinated, and if you, reader, are even the least bit acquainted with the writings of Charles Williams and the music of Bruce Cockburn, I know you will be fascinated as well.

      Cockburn’s eyes and ears were open to a host of other influences besides Williams, poets in particular: T. S. Eliot, Blaise Cendrars, Ernesto Cardenal, Allen Ginsberg and the Beats, François Villon, Al Purdy, Robert Graves, Pablo Neruda, and many more. And lest we forget his guitar playing, Cockburn absorbed and adapted the stylings of blues players like Mississippi John Hurt and John Lee Hooker, of jazz musicians like Wes Montgomery and Pat Metheny, of folkies and rockers like Dylan himself, and of an array of musicians from many tantalizing world-music traditions. With luck, John Mabry will write a book about those influences someday as well.

      Still, tracking the influence of one artist on another can be a tricky business, as literary phenomenologists and New Critics will tell you, but Mabry has navigated it masterfully, due in no small part, I’m sure, to the fact that he himself opened his eyes and ears to both of those artists. Mabry is not just a scholar of intense perception, able to detect subtle cultural and theological connections, but a formidable fiction writer and musician in his own right. I can think of no living author whose published and recorded works so deeply partake of the legacies of Williams and Cockburn. Like Williams, Mabry has written books of poetry, theology, criticism, religious history and biography, but most especially fiction, true spiritual thrillers in the tradition of Williams and other great writers of fantasy and science fiction; and his music is imbued with the spirit of Bruce Cockburn and many other rock, punk, jazz, and folk artists.

      Simply put, no writer is as qualified to write a book about the affinities between Charles Williams and Bruce Cockburn as John Mabry. He is a kindred spirit, a link in an enduring, provocative literary chain, a third interlocutor in Williams’s and Cockburn’s intense theological conversation, or, dare I say, almost like a belated Inkling.

      The last track on Bruce Cockburn’s 1976 album In the Falling Dark evokes a time when Jesus will return to lead his followers to a “festival of friends.” I am thrilled by the possibility—the assurance, really—that Charles Williams, Bruce Cockburn, and John Mabry will have a chance to sit together and talk, to share ideas, and to listen. Perhaps Cockburn and Mabry might even play some of their songs for Williams. That’s a performance I’d like to see. Of course, I would love nothing more—such is my prayer—than to sit as near as I can to that elysian convocation and just take it all in. But until then, I’ll settle for rereading Shadows of Ecstasy and Rumours of Glory.

      
        
        —Robert Hudson, Ada, Michigan, June 2025

        roberthudsonbooks.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      While listening to Bruce Cockburn’s 1979 album Dancing in the Dragon’s Jaws for the first time, I was surprised to see the following in the liner notes: “The content of several of these songs has been influenced in varying degrees by the writings of Charles Williams.” My eyebrows shot up. For those unfamiliar with Williams, I’m sure this meant little. But for those of us who know his work, this single sentence contained vast implications and invited scrutiny of Cockburn’s lyrics in a whole new light.

      From that moment, I was curious about what connections there might be between Cockburn’s lyrics and Williams’ ideas. How profound was the influence? How obvious? What parallels might reasonably be made between them? This book attempts to answer that question.

      JUST WHO ARE THESE OBSCURE GENTLEMEN?

      I am aware that some readers may be 1) familiar with Williams but not Cockburn, or 2) familiar with Cockburn but not Williams, and that 3) some will not have heard of either of them. If you, dear reader, are any one of the above, this section is for you.
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        Charles Williams in the 1930s.

      

      Charles Williams (1886–1945) was a British writer most famous for seven novels that are sometimes described as “occult thrillers,” a characterization that hardly does justice to their deep mysticism and idiosyncratic yet sincere Christianity. He considered himself first and foremost a poet, his crowning achievement being an incomplete but substantial collection of poems which remythologize the Arthurian legend in line with Williams’ peculiar and wonderful theology. In addition to these, his prolific output included theology, plays, and literary criticism. Sadly, more people know who he is by extension than know him by his formidable body of work. After J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis, Williams is reckoned the third most important member of the Inklings—an informal literary circle in Oxford, England that met regularly for gregarious fellowship, the consumption of much alcohol, and the delight of reading and critiquing one another’s writing. It was in this circle of friends that The Lord of the Rings and the Narnia stories were first heard by any other living souls besides their authors. Williams had a profound influence on C.S. Lewis (less so on Tolkien, but it is there) and continues to exert his influence on anyone who reads him today (including, as we shall see, Bruce Cockburn).

      Bruce Cockburn (1945–; his last name is pronounced “CO-burn”) is a Canadian singer-songwriter sometimes referred to as “the Canadian Bob Dylan” (a dubious sobriquet he shares with Leonard Cohen). But Cockburn doesn’t need comparisons with anyone to bolster his reputation—in a career spanning more than fifty years he has produced thirty-seven albums, twenty-two of which have been certified gold or platinum. He has won thirteen Juno awards (Canada’s equivalent to the Grammys). He was made a member of the Order of Canada and has been awarded six honorary doctorates, including one in divinity from Queen’s University, Toronto. “I am a Christian songwriter,” Cockburn admits. “I just don’t fit the Christian music scene.”⁠1 Indeed, Cockburn’s art isn’t “Christian music” in the sense of evangelism dressed up as pop. He is, instead, a musician of deep integrity, peppering his observations of ordinary life with mystical insights that prick our souls and make us go, “Ah, yes, I know just what that is like.” He has spent his career in the secular music industry, famous in his native Canada but eternally just on the verge of stardom in the United States. Renowned for his unique and complex guitar playing, it is his lyrics which often take center stage—rapid-fire images at once commonplace and yet evocative of the transcendent, often confessional, deeply mystical, frequently confrontational, and possessed of an honesty so naked that it demands reflection.
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        Bruce Cockburn in concert in Eugene, Oregon on July 31, 2003. Photo by Daniel Keebler.

      

      MYSTICAL ORIENTATIONS

      On December 30, 1969, in the liminal interval between the opening of ritual space and the sealing of a sacrament, Bruce Cockburn experienced a mystical vision that would not have been out of place in one of the novels of Charles Williams. As Cockburn describes it,

      
        
        …when I held [my fiancé] Kitty’s hand to place her ring, I became aware of a presence standing there with us—invisible to the eye but as solid and obvious as any of the people in the room. I felt bathed in the figure’s energy. I shivered and said to myself, “Well, I don’t know who or what this is, but we’re in a Christian church, so it’s got to be Jesus.” Who else would it be? He spoke no words, but the presence was real, male, and loving.⁠2

      

      

      This dramatic in-breaking of Divine life into ordinary reality affected the trajectory of Cockburn’s life in a way that readers familiar with any of Williams’ protagonists will recognize. It put him on “a narrow path to a life to come / that explodes into sight with the power of the sun.”⁠3

      Cockburn’s lyrics revealed a spiritual hunger and mystical orientation from the very beginning of his career, long before encountering Williams, tendencies that grew in intensity as his confidence as an artist increased through the 1970s. In 1976, the year before he was introduced to Williams, Cockburn wrote lyrics that foreshadowed the mystical kinship he was soon to discover:

      
        
        Light pours from a million radiant lives,

        off of kids and dogs and the hard-shelled husbands and wives.

        All that glory shining around, and we’re all caught taking a dive.

        And all the beasts of the hills around shout, “Such a waste!

        Don’t you know that from the first to the last

        we’re all one in the gift of grace?”⁠4

      

      

      And in “Lord of the Starfields,” from the same album, Cockburn utters a mystical prayer worthy of Meister Eckhart: “Oh love that fires the sun, keep me burning.”⁠5

      Sometime around 1977, Ross and Kathy Sharwin of Edmonton, Alberta, must have had some glimmer of the affinity Cockburn would have with Williams, because they gave him a copy of one of the novels and urged him to read it. In his 2014 autobiography, Cockburn elaborates:

      
        
        As for C. S. Lewis, I read a lot of his books, and though I never completely accepted all of his conclusions, I appreciated his willingness and ability to reason, as a Christian apologist and Oxford professor: to study and philosophize around the Divine and to articulate his careful insights. His little literary group, the Inklings…produced volumes of inspiring, insightful, and even revolutionary writings—none more so than Williams, who was a terrible writer but had an astounding vision of how Divine/human interaction works… I steamed through all seven of his novels and a volume of very dense poetry in the period between recording Further Adventures Of and the album that followed, Dancing in the Dragon’s Jaws.⁠6

      

      

      We might rightly take issue with his assessment of Williams as “a terrible writer,” but any honest reader will know what he means. Williams can make for difficult reading, many of his characters lack dimensionality (especially in his early novels), and often climactic scenes suffer from an opacity that leaves readers shaking their heads and muttering, “What the hell just happened?”

      These are common complaints. As a review of Descent into Hell in The London Supplement quipped, “Mr. Williams has a brilliant imagination which often passed behind the clouds.”⁠7 Williams’ friend Anne Ridler was clear-eyed about his powers, writing that “In Williams, the intellectual gifts were greater than the aesthetic.”⁠8 Yet for all his shortcomings as a prose stylist, we keep returning to Williams (and some of us spend our lives studying him), because his vision is breathtaking. And in Cockburn’s case, he found in Williams a kindred soul, whose depth of spiritual insight was similar to his own.

      Williams’ themes started showing up in Cockburn’s songs almost immediately. While Cockburn says that he read the novels after recording Further Adventures Of (1978), I believe he must have read at least a couple (probably War in Heaven and The Greater Trumps) before that album was completed—as we shall see, there are striking ideas and images in common between those books and that album. Nevertheless, there was a dramatic increase of influence on his next album, Dancing in the Dragon’s Jaws (1979), about which he says,

      
        
        The album was influenced partly by the fact that during the period that songs were being written I read all of the works of Charles Williams, who is an English writer with a particularly pronounced ability to describe spiritual things in very vivid terms. Most of his books are novels. They’re sort of mystery novels almost, that deal with different elements of the occult, but bringing it around to a Christian point of view. And his own particular experience seems very strange. There’s a sense of depth of being in those novels that is really both disturbing and thrilling at the same time. Anyway, that kind of pervaded the writing of the songs because the books were so much in my head at the time.⁠9

      

      

      AFFINITIES

      When I posted pictures of Williams and Cockburn side by side in anticipation of this book on Facebook, one friend wondered if they shared the same optometrist. So, sure, for what it’s worth, both men shared an affection for round miner’s glasses (as did John Lennon). But there are many other points of connection between the two men—as well as obvious places their lives diverged.

      Williams died on 15 May, 1945. Twelve days later, Bruce Cockburn was born. The two are therefore part of very different generational cultures, and the worlds they grew up in were very different places, both in terms of geography and the world events that shaped them. Yet similarities abound. Both men cultivated a love of poetry in their youth. Cockburn says of his poetic influences,

      
        
        “Initially I listened to people like Dylan and John Lennon, and that was a big source of motivation to get writing in the first place, but ever since I discovered T.S. Eliot in high school I think I’ve been wired to poetry. Eliot would be one...sort of as an original influence... But really, a lot of different people, again. Alan Ginsburg is one, William Burroughs, even though he’s not a poet...the whole beat scene had a profound effect on me, actually...at a formative stage in my life… All those French Poets, Rimbaud and a guy named Blaise Cendrars was a fantastic influence.”⁠10

      

      

      And of course, both men went on to become respected poets in their own right—just because Williams could not carry a tune in his hat let us not begrudge the fact that Cockburn sings his poetry. Of his own work, Cockburn said, “It always seemed to me that if you’re going to bother putting words to music, you should aim as high as you can in terms of style and content, just as poets do. That has been the starting point for my efforts over the years.”⁠11

      Also formative to both men was an interest in the occult. Charles Williams was involved with A.E. Waite’s Golden Dawn offshoot, The Fellowship of the Rosy Cross (FRC) from 1917 through about 1927 or so, and maintained close friendships with Golden Dawn members. The hermetic and esoteric philosophies he acquired during his time with Waite and his Golden Dawn fellows were to have profound influence on his worldview, his art, and his spirituality long after he ceased participating in the FRC.

      In part, it was this background that intrigued Cockburn. In his autobiography, he writes,

      
        
        “When a fan gave me a copy of War in Heaven, I discovered a Christian author whose background in the occult paralleled my own. Williams was able to spin stories that respected the more worthy of those disciplines by giving them a place in the Christian universe.”⁠12

      

      

      Yet Cockburn’s interest in the occult was not as intense. It was, he said, “a transitory flirtation. But after a couple of years, I sort of decided I’d had enough of that. I just didn’t like what it did to people. It was kind of like cocaine for the spirit. It wasn’t all worthless. It wasn’t all negative. But it was very unhealthy spiritually, I think.”⁠13 One can find hermetic ideas in Cockburn’s early music, as in this song from 1970:

      
        
        Seasons turning yet again,

        the Mother’s breast is full again.

        As in heaven, so with men,

        is now and ever shall be.⁠14

      

      

      An indisputably positive influence on both men, however, was their association with the Anglican churches of their respective countries. Cockburn did not grow up particularly religious, but his girlfriend and later wife, Kitty, was a Christian. Their discussions opened him to the possibility that there might be something to the whole “Jesus thing.” He said, “Eventually I realized that I was in fact a Christian in every way except getting down on my knees and saying, identifying myself with Jesus as a person. And I did that. And then I was a Christian.”⁠15  For many years after his conversion, Cockburn attended an Anglican Church, and its spirituality—including its sacramentality and mysticism—were vital to his spiritual formation.

      Both men went on to become “outsider” voices in the Christian community. T.S. Eliot once wrote to Williams, “One of your most important functions in life is to instill sound doctrine into people (tinged sometimes with heresy, of course, but the very best heresy) without their knowing it.”⁠16 Williams’ “heresies,” as well as his unrepentant involvement in the occult, presents a stumbling block to many Christian readers, especially those who come to Williams via the more orthodox-friendly writing of C.S. Lewis.

      Cockburn is likewise given the side-eye by many Christians, especially those of an evangelical bent, for whom right belief is given greater value than right relationship or right action. In his autobiography, Cockburn relates a story of a visit from Glenn Kaiser, a popular evangelical Christian musician. Upon learning that Cockburn and his girlfriend were living together but not married, he promptly left in a huff and instructed those in the Christian commune he led to divest themselves of any and all of Cockburn’s music.⁠17 Cockburn’s songs often present as sex-positive, and not always in ways most Evangelicals would approve. Likewise, his penchant for profanity—both in his lyrics and in conversation—trouble many conservative Christians. His political views are almost aggressively progressive, bolstered by time spent in war zones as a reporter for Oxfam and other international aid organizations over the years. And many Christians do not know what to do with the pervasive mysticism that color his songs—it is unlike anything else in Christian music, and its depth and implications make many uncomfortable.

      Yet in contrast to the mysticism so present in the works of these two men, they are both products of a skeptical century. C.S. Lewis wrote,

      
        
        …there lived in Williams a sceptic and even a pessimist. No man—and least of all the common run of antitheists—could have written a better attack on Christianity than he. He used to say that if he were rich enough to build a church he would dedicate it to St. Thomas Didymus Sceptic… He never forgot the infinite menaces of life, the unremitted possibility of torture, maiming, madness, bereavement, and (over all) economic insecurity which, as he said in War in Heaven, poisons our sorrows as well as modifying our joys.”⁠18

      

      

      These “menaces” are prevalent in Cockburn’s work as well, often residing side by side with images of great beauty and profundity:

      
        
        Down on the plain of 10,000 smokestacks

        trucks butt each other to establish dominance.

        The newspaper next to me leans over and says, matter-of-factly,

        “Sacred mountain towers above meadows”

        —uh huh—and above us,

        grim travellers in dawn skies.⁠19

      

      

      His “uh-huh” suggests that it is difficult to trust in a sacred dimension to the world when confronted with the ugliness of concrete and corruption and the tyranny of corporations and autocrats. In Descent into Hell, Williams describes Peter Stanhope as embodying a similar paradox:

      
        
        There was, in that latest poetry, no contention between the presences of life and of death; so little indeed that there had been a contention in the Sunday Times whether Stanhope were a pessimist or an optimist. He himself said, in reply to an interviewer’s question, that he was an optimist and hated it.⁠20

      

      

      I have no doubt that Stanhope’s response made Cockburn chuckle in recognition. Yet for both men, faith is not an innate quality that some people have and some people don’t—it is a choice. In Witchcraft, Williams speaks of the “greatest of virtues—a deliberate belief in God.”⁠21 Cockburn, too, seems to have chosen his Christianity, and depicts holding fast to it in the face of modern horrors as being a daily struggle.

      
        
        Derailed and desperate,

        how did I get here?

        Hanging from this high wire

        by the tatters of my faith.

      

      

      
        
        Sometimes a wind comes out of nowhere

        and knocks you sideways.

        And look, see my tears,

        they fill the whole night sky.⁠22

      

      

      But for all their sincerely held Christian faith (however idiosyncratic), they are both remarkably open to the salvific potential of other faith traditions. Taking a cue from the Islamic tradition of listing and adoring the Ninety-Nine Names of God (the Provider, the Just, the Knower, the Most Merciful, etc.), Williams rarely uses the words “God” or even “Jesus” in his novels, instead preferring to speak of the Omnipotence, the Unity, the Protection, the Resignation, the Infinity, or the simply personified Love—qualities that are not the proprietary domain of any one particular religion, always capitalized to indicate their reference to Divinity. One of his personal mottos was, “Under the Mercy,” a valediction also employed on his gravestone.

      Cockburn borrows the latter directly in his lyric for “Fascist Architecture”:

      
        
        I’ve been in trouble, but I’m ok.

        Been through the wringer, but I’m ok.

        Walls are falling, and I’m ok.

        Under the Mercy, and I’m ok.⁠23

      

      

      In various places, Cockburn also refers to God as personified Love, Light, Mystery, and (most delightfully) Big Circumstance:

      
        
        Big Circumstance comes looming

        like a darkly roaring train.

        Rushes like a sucking wound

        across a winter plain,

        recognizing neither polished shine

        nor spot nor stain,

        and wherever you are on the compass rose,

        you’ll never be again.⁠24

      

      

      In his novel Many Dimensions, Williams portrays Prince Ali and Hajji Ibrahim (both Muslims) as virtuous and sincere people of faith. As Glen Cavaliero notes, “This novel is concerned with Divine Unity, and in it Williams relates Christianity to other religions and traditions, demonstrating in the process its all-inclusiveness.”⁠25 And while Williams cannot be lauded for his portrayal of Jewish people in his novels (he often portrays them as villains), Anne Ridler affirms that it is the Jewish book of mystical theology, The Zohar, that provided “the foundations of Williams’ thought about the symbolism of the body, and of his lifelong attempt to develop an adequate theology of marriage.”⁠26 Even if Williams’ affirmation of other religions is mostly indirect, he is an equal opportunity offender when it comes to a more negative assessment: “Christianity,” he writes, “like all religions, is, frequently, almost unmitigated boredom or even a slow misery, in which the command to rejoice always is the most difficult of all!”⁠27

      Meanwhile, Cockburn’s interfaith openness is more explicit, frequently reporting on indigenous rituals that have moved him deeply, such as this account of Australian Aborigines singing the morning star into the sky:

      
        
        Rising like lightspill from this sleeping town,

        like the light in a lover’s eyes.

        Rising from the hearts of the sleepers all around,

        all those dreamers trying to light the sky.

         

        Burning, all night long.

        Burning, at the gates of dawn.

        Singing, near and far.

        Singing, to raise the morning star.⁠28

      

      

      He is even more explicit and universal in writing new verses for the traditional Gospel song, “Twelve Gates to the City”:

      
        
        No matter which tribe you’re born to there’s a way in for you.

        Come from any quarter—you can be a citizen too⁠—

        ’cause there’s twelve gates to the city, hallelu.⁠29

      

      

      At other times, Cockburn’s interfaith openness takes the form of an apophatic, theological humility before an unfolding and incomprehensible Mystery:

      
        
        Rhododendrons in bloom, sharp against spring snow,

        remind me of another time in a Japanese temple:

        there was a single orange blossom

        at the wrong time of year—seemed like a sign.

        When I looked again, it was gone.

      

      

      
        
        Weavers’ fingers flying on the loom,

        patterns shift too fast to be discerned.

        All these years of thinking, ended up like this,

        in front of all this beauty, understanding nothing.⁠30

      

      

      While examples of Williams’ influence on Cockburn are most densely concentrated in those albums produced between 1979 and 1981, Williams has a knack for changing people in a profound way. His ideas turned out to have a long tail, as detectable influences can be found in Cockburn’s work from that time through to the present day. When asked by an interviewer what kind of influence Williams had on his music, Cockburn answered,

      
        
        Nothing really direct in that I took his ideas and used them on the album, but he has…an apparently unique view of life and his ability to describe sort of transcending his experiences in very vivid terms is really something… It’s that aspect of Williams that really affected me.⁠31

      

      

      It is true that there is not much concept-to-concept mapping to be made between them. Both are poets and artists, and so we see in Cockburn’s work allusions, hints, echoes—which is proper to one artist filtering the ideas and influences of another into new creative work. Williams himself rarely quoted Dante directly in his fiction, yet the poet’s influence is pervasive. Still, Williams’ influences are discernible and many.

      I see three possibilities for each of these examples of influence:

      
        
          	
        Some connections can be attributed to direct, conscious influence in which Cockburn used—and knew that he was using—ideas and images originating in Williams’ work.
      

      	
        Some connections can be attributed to unconscious influence in which Cockburn, while steeped in Williams’ ideas, synthesized them in ways that may have been opaque to him while writing them.
      

      	
        Some connections can be attributed to the similarities between the experiences of mystics in all times, places, and religious contexts.
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